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Patty Loew:

Hello and welcome to “In Wisconsin.”  I'm Patty Loew.  This week, these soldiers lived through a suicide bombing while serving in Iraq.  Find out why they continue to battle, even after returning home to Wisconsin.  Discover why so many Iraqi War vets are seeking treatment at places like this Tomah VA Medical Center.  And meet this young Milwaukee student, and learn what drives her to make a difference in her community.  All that and more, “In Wisconsin.” 

Loew:

Last week, we introduced you to two Iraq War vets from the Wisconsin Army National Guard's 118th Medical Unit.  The soldiers were injured in a suicide car bomb blast.  Dr. Kenneth Lee, the commander of the unit, and one of the nurses, retired staff sergeant, Chris Cook, continue to recover from their physical injuries and have now both been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder.  In Part Two of Frederica Freyberg's series, we follow Cook and Lee's separate but similar journeys from the war front to the home front.  A note, this report contains graphic images.  

Kenneth Lee:

I do remember standing there with another nurse watching this vehicle come towards us.  I think it was a brown Buick.  

Chris Cook:

And they were coming right at our position.  I just remember -- I remember kind of looking down.  I took my weapon off of safe, and I put it on semi.  And I raised my rifle up and pointed it at the driver's head.  

Lee:

I remember the spider holes on the windshield.  And I remember an orange ball of fire and the heat that hit me.  

Cook:

Here I am, how many thousands of miles away from home, and I'm going to die here?  

Lee:

But I was scared.  I was very scared when I came to and realized what happened.  

Cook:

I instinctually thought, well, if my leg's off or nearly off, I need to get a tourniquet on it to stop the bleeding, otherwise I’m going to bleed to death.  Consequently, they ended up getting me loaded me onto another vehicle from another company.  I had no idea who these guys were.  They drove me through the streets of Baghdad and got me to the hospital.  

Lee:

Three of us were medivac’d out from that site to Germany eventually o Walter Reed.  At Walter Reed, I had four more surgeries.  

Cook:

Had two surgeries in the hospital.  I think I got six units of blood.  Then they medivac’d you to Walter Reed, where I spent nearly 60 days in the hospital, and had a myriad of surgeries.  I was usually going into surgery about every second or third day.  

I think within the first seven days I was there, they actually had a mental health team come around.  And they said that I had signs and symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder.  And they suggested that I would participate in their mental health counseling, which I'm like of course I'm angry.  I'm laying in bed here.  You're telling me I have a mental health issue, as well as this major physical health issue.  It was just kind of like, leave me alone.  

Lee:

I thought I could handle it myself, especially as a physician.  I didn't think I need any help.  

Lee:

Nightmares were very vivid about the incident.  It's usually the sulfuric smell.  The suicide bomber's windshield, the brown vehicle that I remember, his face.  It was very vivid.  And then that orange ball, the flame that came through.  I remember that one very vividly.  That was the usual one that keeps coming back.  You know, I wake up with, you know, sweats and heart pounding.  

Cook:

I love my parents with all my soul.  And to be at a point in your life when you look at your mom and you call her the “F” word, you know, get the “F” out of here.  

Lee:

I was flying out to a conference.  I was in the plane.  And just ready to fall asleep.  I was at that stage when you're aware of the surroundings, but you're ready to go to sleep.  I heard somebody come back from bathroom, sit down and he clicked his belt shut.  That sound sounded just like a weapon discharging.  When I heard that, I said weapons green, weapons green.  I was starting to yell, you know, because I thought somebody was charging their weapon when they shouldn't be.  So the person that was sitting next to me just kind of freaked out.  

Cook:

But I did spend a long time just crying by myself.  I spent a lot of time when I was at Walter Reed, they actually put you up in a hotel that's on the base.  I basically laid in bed with my leg propped up for weeks at a time, crying.  

Lee:

When my unit came home, and I wasn't part of that homecoming, that was really bad.  If I ever had a suicidal thought, at that time, and had the means to carry it, it would have been done.  

Cook:

My lowest point was just wanting to die.  

Lee:

I was playing a board game with my daughter, who at that time was nine years old.  And we were playing the game.  She mentioned to me, dad, you don't smile anymore.  And it just kind of hit me like a rock.  

Cook:

I think my life would have probably been in a shambles had I not sought out treatment.  

Lee:

I think I would have been more outcast, and probably become more of a loner.  

Cook:

Once I was able to be a little bit more up and about in a wheelchair, I started attending group therapy.  And to go into a group of ten, 12 soldiers, men and women, to see people missing limbs and, you know, missing eyes, people that were in wheelchairs with leather helmets on who could barely speak, because they had such significant head injuries helps to put things in perspective.  

Lee:

I didn’t want it.  For a year, I knew it was there, I just fought it and said that's not what it is.  It's just a phase.  Nobody really wants this diagnosis to be part of us.  I definitely don't want it.  At one point, I couldn't deny it anymore.  I felt very embarrassed going for help.  

Cook:

There's that certain level of bravado that we have, and that you don't want to show weakness.  I still think that holds true.  I think that you're doing yourself a disservice by not seeking the treatment.  And not only are you doing yourself a disservice, but those people around you, your family, your significant other.  

Lee:

For anyone that is thinking about looking for support, I think it's important to listen to the ones that are closest to you.  

Cook:

PTSD can define who you are.  Or, I think you can take the other path and actually seek out the treatment that's suggested and rise above it, and hopefully become a better person because of your injury and because of having post-traumatic stress.  That's why I think it's important to talk about it.  

Lee:

Once I started opening up, they help you open up, it was a big relief.  

Cook:

I have a lot to thank -- I have a lot, to thank the Vietnam veterans in particular, because they were huge proponents that this is not going to happen to this generation.  I believe part of the reason why I got excellent mental healthcare was become of them and their voice.  

Loew:

Veterans and experts cite similarities between the combat in Vietnam and that in Iraq.  That's because soldiers aren't sure who are hostile enemy and who are friendly civilians.  Doctors who treat post-traumatic stress disorder say this results in an intense and constant tension level in the war zone which may contribute to PTSD.  In fact, a new study shows at least a quarter of all Iraq War vets in the U.S. have mental health problems.  Here in Wisconsin, 29,000 soldiers have so far been deployed to Iraq, and the number of those veterans with PTSD appears to be on the rise.  As Frederica Freyberg reports, many of these returning soldiers are finding help at state VA facilities.  

Freyberg:

Soldiers returning to Wisconsin from Iraq are met right off the plane by family and loved ones.  But they soon separate again for demobilization processing at Fort McCoy.  That processing includes mental health screening.  The VA facility in Tomah has seen more than 300 referrals for mental healthcare of returning Iraq war veterans.  

Jeanne Button:

I think it is the tip of the iceberg and I think that there's more to come, especially now with the military doing the post-deployment screens on these soldiers.  We're going to get more and more referrals.  

Freyberg:

Across the state, in a region that includes Chicago, VA hospitals from Milwaukee to Iron Mountain have treated some 1,500 Iraq war vets for post-traumatic stress disorder since the start of the war.  

Michael Brandt:

I know the VA  has made inroads towards reaching out toward the veteran.  And that -- one might argue that that should have been done decades ago.  But the fact of the matter is it hadn't been and is being done now.  

Freyberg:

Dr. Michael Brandt says the most effective therapy includes drug treatment coupled with exposure therapy.  

Brandt:

That's probably the most grueling aspect of the therapy.  However, it's probably the most beneficial, in that it reduces the fear by repeatedly exposing the person to what they feel the most.  There's a wide range of emotions that transpire in this office.  Weeping, screaming, rageful outbursts of anger, some that will experience flashbacks and become suddenly silent, very removed, dissociated in their thoughts, some will hallucinate.  

Freyberg:

Brandt says therapy helps PTSD patients better cope, but it is not a cure-all.  

Brandt:

It can be very successful, but seldom is PTSD cured.  And I mean very seldom.  Oftentimes we educate the veteran that they will learn how to better live vocationally in their interpersonal lives, that PTSD may not interfere as much in their everyday life.  

Freyberg:

And what about not just the stigma of the diagnosis, but its potential ramifications for employment or continued military service?  Employers or insurance companies cannot access mental health records, we're told.  But the military can.  

Button:

We tell them that we're going to try to work really hard at getting them so they can be functioning adequately, and it won't interfere with their careers.  But we can't guarantee that.  And that's the sad part.  

Loew:

There's been a lot of news lately about how overwhelmed the VA is with trying to treat returning soldiers.  But a check of the VA hospitals in Wisconsin showed vets seeking mental healthcare can expect immediate attention.  Anticipating an increase in need, the VA is adding nearly $6.5 million and 75 more mental health staff to its Wisconsin hospitals.  Frederica Freyberg's series continues next week as retired Sergeant Chris Cook describes his lasting bitterness.  

Cook:

I actually hold a great deal of animosity toward the Wisconsin Army National Guard.  

Loew:

Find out what happened after he left Iraq to leave Cook with those feelings and how the Guard responds.  

Man:

Well, I was surprised.  Everybody here was surprised.  We've tried to do as good a job as we can.  This Wisconsin National Guard family.  

Loew:

That's next week.  

Loew:

We switch gears now from Wisconsin soldiers trying to make a difference half a world away to a young student who's trying to effect change closer to home.  Student filmmakers from UW-Milwaukee followed Justina Shaw, a young woman who seems to never stop moving.  

Justina Shaw:

I work hard because I'm always thinking about what will people say when they see the name Justina Shaw?  

Shaw:

This is where I live as a live-in.  I have to be here just in case something happened in the middle of the night, to kind of be like the emergency staff.  

Ella, would you like for me to carry it up for you?  

Taking 23 credits, of course, is stressful.  But I think the most stressful thing is that I have over-obligated myself, also.  

I want to fight for everything.  I want to fight for immigration rights.  I want to fight against poverty.  I want to fight against inequality for women, homelessness, inadequate education.  I want to fight for so much that it's kind of like I have to focus.  

I'm thinking right now, I have an hour of down time.  What do I do with myself?  I'm really thinking that right now.  

I'm so happy to be given an opportunity to go down and really see the impact of Hurricane Katrina.  I feel like this is my way of giving back.  

Woman:

Everybody look your best!  All right.  Now, one last time we're going to say Mississippi.  One more.  Mississippi.  

Shaw:

I have to jump on a van and drive down to Mississippi and be at home.  And sleep on the floor.  That's another thing.  I don't sleep on floors.  But I have to try it.  

I really do love the Habitat for Humanity.  I really believe in its initiative.  It aligns with my vision for my life, and which my vision is just to be an individual that help others.  I believed in it, and so I applied for it.  They're like we don't know if we want you on our team, because you're very busy.  So I have to prove to them that I can do this.  I think people have the heart and passion to come down here.  But you get down here and you see a lot of the rubbish, you become sad.  It's six months later and none of this rubbish is picked up.  You become angry.  You're like what do I do with this?  Anger is a good thing with me, because it empowers me to want to do something.  It makes me feel so mad that I feel like I have to get up right now and do something.  

Shaw:

Good team work!  Did you get the materials to color of  your house?  

Woman

Yes.  

Shaw:

That's awesome.  I'm building with the homeowner.  Right now, I feel like falling over.  Once I get down here, it's over.  

Three days ago, I was in Mississippi rebuilding homes for Habitat for Humanity.  Right now, I'm in Chicago preparing for a Students In Free Enterprise competition.  

How are you doing?  I was looking for you to say hi.  

Man:

You're one of the head honchos now at your school?  

Shaw:

Yes.  I'm the president.  

Man:

I knew Justina when she was looking for a job.  

Shaw:

Yeah.  Still looking.  I'm graduating in May.  

We're going against Madison.  Do you know how big their team is, 100 people.  This is the heavy league, you guys.  

SIFE, it breaks you.  It's like a boot camp for business majors.  It trains you and if you're not the best, you don't win.  

I can do it.  Hallelujah! 

Good morning, everyone.  My name is Justina Shaw.  I am currently SIFE president of Cardinal Stritch.  We are grateful for being here because it allows us the opportunity to apply our school knowledge into real life.  

I was driven to join Turning Point for my research that I did on African-American men.  And I realized the african-american men were really struggling in the city of Milwaukee.  

Man:

Why don't we do this and go through line by line?  

Shaw:

The opportunity opened up that I could join and help create an organization, non-profit which eventually became named Turning Point 180.  

But I want to be positive, so I have to like channel into a positive.  We will win.  [clapping] [cheering] 

Man:

First runner-up, Cardinal Stritch.  [applause] 

Regional champion, University of Wisconsin-Madison.  [applause] 

Congratulations and good luck.  

Shaw:

I feel like crying.  This is it.  We’re not going.  We came this far.  [applause] 

Woman:

We congratulate and thank you for your contribution toward creating a better world.  Please have a safe trip home and we'll see you all again next year.  Congratulations.  [applause] 

Shaw:

Make sure your group are on time, because we need everything on time.  

We have spent about six months planning an event.  We, in the end, were able to get 75 students from Addison to come onto Cardinal Stritch campus and to hold a day event to encourage students to seek out higher education.  

I want you guys to be the best of the best.  Because I am.  Do you guys think you're going to have a problem with me today or are we cool?  

Students:

Cool.  

Shaw:

I know.  I'm cool.  

My middle school years were very unstable.  Like I went through a lot during my middle school years.  It was living hell.  

Woman:

I want you guys to work in a group for about five minutes.  What would you write down for number one as your step for getting into college?  

Shaw:

Everyone in the world has goals.  There's not a person in the world who doesn't dream.  

Woman:

Keep your eye on the prize.  Keep your eye on the prize.  I know that I wouldn't be doing all the things I'm doing today if I hadn't gone to college.  

Shaw:

If you going to be my leader, you’ve got to lead with me.  You need to stand in the front.  My leader was in the front.  Why?  Because he was the leader.  [applause] 

I really live for a vision of helping people.  I believe in making a difference.  And I hope to one day do that.  Thank you for acknowledging me.  [applause] 

Loew:

Thanks to student filmmakers Michael Vollman and Timothy Hansen for that report.  

Loew:

Join us next Thursday, as we begin a series called “The Great Lakes Connection.” Each Thursday in April, we'll feature new reports that tackle Great Lakes issues, and examine why we're drawn to these inland seas.  

Next Thursday, we take you to Lake Superior for a tour of a historic lighthouse that's undergoing a loving transformation.  

In the coming weeks, we'll also tell you how fish from seemingly clean water like this could in fact be incredibly toxic.  We'll explain how this tiny mussel is causing great havoc in Lake Michigan.  We'll introduce you to this Ojibwa tribal elder who explains her unique, lifelong connection to the lake.  Our series, “The Great Lakes Connection” begins next Thursday.  

Remember, spring elections take place on Tuesday, April 3.  The only race that will appear on the ballot statewide is for the State Supreme Court.  You can watch those candidates debate right here live on Wisconsin Public Television Friday, March 30, at 7:00 p.m.  Again, the “We the People Wisconsin” Supreme Court Debate happens March 30 at 7:00.  

We leave you now with a welcome glimpse of spring for our video postcard this week, videographer Frank Boll set up a camera in his backyard, capturing an amazing look at the wildlife that visits his birth bath.  Watch for the unexpected and perhaps unwelcome visitor at the end.  

For “In Wisconsin,” I'm Patty Loew.  See you next time.  
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