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Patty Loew:

Hello and welcome to “In Wisconsin.”  I'm Patty Loew.  This week, seriously wounded in Iraq and then diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder, this Wisconsin veteran's pain continues after returning home.  

Chris Cook:

When you become one of the wounded, I think you kind of get left behind.  

Loew:

Find out insult was added to his injury.  Set sail across Lake Superior to see how this centuries-old lighthouse may once again shine.  And we lost an inspirational leader this past weekend.  We'll pay tribute to Joe Bee Xiong and his incredible journey through life.  Find out how he united two cultures in Wisconsin.  

Loew:

Our first report deals with a bittersweet homecoming for one of Wisconsin's veterans.  During the past few weeks, Frederica Freyberg has introduced us to two members of a Wisconsin Army National Guard medical unit.  The men were seriously injured in Iraq and subsequently diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder.  The nurse, Chris Cook, has since retired from the National Guard, but the effects of his experience linger.  Cook had another surgery on his leg recently, after doctors discovered a long-simmering infection.  That marks his 19th surgery.  Despite his injuries, Cook has been treated for his PTSD and says he feels upbeat about his recovery, physically and emotionally.  But, he says, there's one thing that still gnaws at him.  A note, this report contains graphic images.  

Chris Cook:

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

Frederica Freyberg:

Chris Cook was a nurse in the Waukesha-based medical battalion in Iraq when a suicide car bomber came barreling toward his convoy.  He shot the driver in the head and the explosive-packed car blew up just shy of the convoy's humvee.  

Cook:

The direction, the speed, if it hadn't detonated then, I know I'd be dead.  

Freyberg:

Three medics were seriously wounded, including Cook and his commander Dr. Kenneth Lee.  They medevaced out of Iraq and spent weeks at Walter Reed Army medical center in Washington, DC.  

Cook:

I think when you become one of their wounded, I think you get kind of left behind.  

Freyberg:

It was at Walter Reed, and later back in Wisconsin, that Cook says he felt abandoned by his National Guard that he had served for 14 years.  

Cook:

When you get deployed, they really stress that we're this big family.  And then I felt like the red-headed stepchild when I got back.  It’s difficult when you promote this close-knit family relationship that we're going to take care of our own.  Then it doesn't occur.  I would much rather have not heard even that speech when I went.  Then I wouldn’t have expected it when I came home.  

Freyberg:

Cook says top Wisconsin National Guard brass, including the General, did visit him when he first arrived at Walter Reed, but that to him felt like a hollow formality.  

Cook:

They had difficulty.  They came out once, pat on the back.  And that was it.  

Freyberg:

Cook acknowledges that the Guard is busy helping wage a war, but when asked what more he wanted from the Guard, he says something closer to what a family might express.  

Cook:

It would have been great to get some phone calls, once every couple -- once a month, once every couple weeks, say how are you progressing, is there anything we can do for you, that human component, that human contact, I think retrospectively would have meant a lot.  

Freyberg:

Chris Cook's dismay in turn dismays the front office at the Wisconsin Guard.  

Lt. Col. Tim Donovan:

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

Freyberg:

Representing the Wisconsin Guard and speaking on behalf of its general, Colonel Tim Donovan says talk of soldiers being a family is not just talk.  

Donovan:

Well, they sure aren't hollow words.  I know the people who made those pledges to the soldiers and to the airmen who have departed from the Wisconsin National Guard, and they care very deeply about taking care of our family that's deployed overseas and the families they leave behind in Wisconsin.  And we do the best job we can.  It's obviously not perfect.  

Freyberg:

A phone call, a couple of phone calls, would have apparently made all the difference to him.  

Donovan:

I wish we would have made them.  We try to do the best we can by all of them, but there are a lot of them.  

Freyberg:

For his part, Chris Cook harbors what he regards as yet another insult to injury from his service.  

Cook:

You know, when someone is put in for an award, you don't ask about it.  You just wait to hear if you're going to get it.  

Freyberg:

Chris Cook has been waiting for years, waiting to receive the bronze star with a V for valor that his commander put in for on his behalf in 2004.  In recommending the medal, the commander wrote “Cook's actions saved at least three lives of his fellow soldiers and probably more...”  

Cook:

The real bad taste is that I haven't received it yet, you know.  We're going on how many years now, nearly two and a half years later.  

Freyberg:

When Congressman Paul Ryan learned of the delay in 2006, he wrote to the U.S. Army.  “It is my understanding that this recommendation has been submitted through official Army and National Guard channels at various times in 2004 and 2005, only to have it lost or misplaced without a determination.”  By 2007, Ryan had had it with the delay, writing “I want you to know that I find unacceptable the U.S. Army's lackadaisical efforts to present sergeant Cook with the bronze star medal with V device.  I certainly hope this situation is an anomaly and not typical of the active components handling of awards to other members and medical retirees who have served our nation.”  Days after that correspondence, the National Guard bureau had Sergeant Cook's bronze star delivered to Congressman Ryan's office.  It has not yet been presented to Cook.  

Donovan:

I wish it could have been done sooner and we apologize to him that it wasn't.  

Freyberg:

Colonel Donovan says there is a backlog for awarding medals across all branches of the military.  Cook currently works in the emergency department of Waukesha Memorial Hospital.  He was medically retired from the Guard.  He says receiving his bronze star will mark the final chapter in his military service.  

Cook:

And, again, I'm a proponent of the military.  I'm just very dissatisfied with the way the state has chosen to handle this.  

Freyberg:

While initially surprised by his words, the Wisconsin National Guard is not deaf to them.  As more and more of its soldiers return home wounded in combat.  

Donovan:

We are doing everything we can.  We're just now going to do a little bit better.  

Loew:

Chris Cook is expected to be formally presented with his bronze star next month.  Latest Defense Department numbers show that about 450 Wisconsin soldiers have been wounded in action since the start of the Iraq war.  Since Chris Cook was at Walter Reed, the Wisconsin National Guard started a program that assigns officers to receive incoming soldiers and offers families help in arranging healthcare and other services.  Also, the U.S. Army has a brand new wounded soldier and family hotline.  You can find that number on our Web site at www.wpt.org/inWisconsin.  And once there, you can also watch Frederica's entire series.  Again, the Web address is www.wpt.org/inWisconsin.  

Loew:

We switch gears now to begin a new series that will run on “In Wisconsin” throughout April.  “The Great Lakes Connection” examines how we're all tied to the Great Lakes.  Environmental, economic and cultural connections bond us to those valuable and vulnerable inland seas.  This week, Jo Garrett takes us to the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, where one of Lake Superior's most prized gems is getting a bit of polish.  

JoAnne Garrett:

You go by boat, two and a half miles from Bayfield on Lake Superior.  Within the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore is Raspberry Island.  It's one of the wildest places in the state.  Most of the island is designated wilderness.  But the call of the wild has been drowned out lately, replaced by the sounds of what might be called “This Old Lighthouse.”  It's rehab time for the lighthouse on Raspberry Island.  Bob Krumenaker, Lakeshore Superintendent.  

Bob Krumenaker:

Raspberry has been gradually falling down.  The last time it had a major renovation and a lot of work done was 1906.  Raspberry, in a lot of ways, is the showcase of the Apostle Islands.  It's not the biggest or most dramatic setting, but it has a human side of it, I think that really resonates with people.  

Garrett:

As any rehabber will tell you, you don't pay for a 100-year rehab job out of your maintenance fund.  The staff here applied for a special federal grant for the funding.  Neil Hauk.  

Neil Howk:

This particular project was $1.3 to $1.4 million for the rehabilitation of the lighthouse and the keeper's dwelling.  So that does not include the dock, doesn't include the boathouse.  It is solely just this one structure.  

Garrett:

It's solely for this, the dwelling and the lighthouse, which is unlike other lighthouses.  

Howk:

There's nothing like it.  Most of our lighthouses are built out of stone or brick.  They're almost fortresses against the weather.  This one is a wood frame construction.  

Garrett:

Combine a wood frame with 100 years of Lake Superior weather, and it's easy to see why this lighthouse is in need of work.  

Howk:

When we first arrived here, the building was in quite a state of disrepair.  It had been maintained to the best of everyone's ability, but it's over 100 years old.  

Garrett:

Ken Kontny is the president of the construction company which won the national search for a contractor.  

Ken Kontny:

That's Lake Superior at its best.  We have our predominant winds and storms come from the west/northwest.  This is on the west side.  

Garrett:

Kontny knows about Lake Superior.  His is a Wisconsin company.  They won this national contract.  Add to it their corporate offices are in Ashland.  Lake Superior is in their backyard.  

Kontny:

We've been on the project since August 18, 2005.  

Garrett:

It's been a two-year haul for Kontny's company.  Completion for the Park Service with a finished and furnished lighthouse ready for visitors is scheduled for late spring of 2007.  It's been a two-year haul, truly.  All materials must be brought in or taken out from the construction site by tram.  And all materials and crews must be hauled across that watery 2.5 miles of Lake Superior.  This work has been complex and exacting.  

Kontny:

Well, now you're looking at some of the upper and lower sashes from the windows that are being re-shellacked and re-glazed.  Each individual piece of glass was taken out, original glass taken out.  The putty is taken out.  The frame is redone, brought down to the original surfaces where we could.  Then the glass is reinstalled and re-glazed.  

Garrett:

Those are just the windows.  They've tackled the whole lighthouse, from up top to the depths of the basement.  Over 50 different types of trades people, painters to plasterers, have plied their talents here.  And Raspberry has charmed them with a few surprises.  This contractor is in love with this stairwell, built with no nails.  

Kontny:

This is to me the neatest thing in the lighthouse, just the way it's put together.  You can't find any indication of any nails.  The center post here carries the upper and lower through to the stairwell from this elevation are just suspended in midair and not carried off the structure.  It's kind of a unique piece of workmanship and carpentry here.  It's a testimony to the people that did it 100 years ago.  It withstood the test of time and it doesn't hardly creak and it's in great shape.  No nails that we could find.  

Garrett:

No nails, no creaking.  

Kontny:

Best part of the whole building, the view from the top.  

Garrett:

If you're wondering, the actual light from the lighthouse is in a museum on Madeline Island.  Every other surface up here has been lovingly restored.  

Kontny:

The workmen that worked up here put their names in a couple places and that and put them on the back side of some of their copper work.  They have so much pride in their work and that.  They want to take credit for it, somebody give them credit for it maybe 100 years from now.  

Garrett:

Pride in their work, pride in this place.  

Krumenaker:

Raspberry has always been the center of the lighthouse community.  It was the social place.  It was the garden place.  It was always the place that they kept up the nicest.  We're trying to do the same thing.  There were three men and their families in this place.  

Garrett:

People lived here, raised their families, called it home.  That culture is celebrated here, but always with the understanding that the keepers had a crucial job.  

Krumenaker:

We have to remember why the lighthouses were built in the first place.  In the era before GPS,  before radar, before even good maps, the lake was the highway, but it was also very dangerous.  There were great hazards out there.  Keeping people alive was what they were about.  The most important thing that they could do was keep that light shining, because they were something that the mariners counted on.  The worst possible thing would be if the light went out.  People could die.  So they had a tremendous duty and responsibility, and they took it incredibly seriously.  And that carried over to the care that they put into the care in facilities themselves.  It's one reason Raspberry was the showcase, because the keepers had this tremendous pride of ownership there and they made sure that it looked spit and polished.  

Garrett:

Spit and polish.  The trades people here seem to feel a similar duty and responsibility.  

Kontny:

There's people here on the island, myself included, that are fifth and sixth generation.  Our families have been here for well over 100 years.  Everybody has ties to the lake.  Either they live in Ashland or they live in Bayfield.  The lake is part of your life and you want to maintain it.  And this is a part of maintaining it.  

This was a building of necessity 100 years ago, but now it's a building of tribute, tribute to the people that lived here, that built it, the people that had the foresight to preserve it.  It's a tribute to these guys 100 years from now, that have put it back together.  

Loew:

The grand opening of the Raspberry Island lighthouse is planned for June 16 and we'll be there.  We'll bring you a report showcasing the restored lighthouse.  You can hear more about the lighthouse and plans for the apostle islands park on “Here and Now.”  Park Superintendent Bob Krumenaker will appear on the show this Friday at 7:00 p.m.  

“The Great Lakes Connection: In Wisconsin” series continues next week with a report on how fish from seemingly clean water like this could in fact be incredibly toxic.  In the meantime, you can log on to greatlakesforever.org, where you'll find streaming video and bonus video from our shoots.  Again, the address is greatlakesforever.org.  

Loew:

Our final report is in honor of an inspirational leader.  Joe Bee Xiong was an Eau Claire businessman who broke barriers and made a difference in the lives of thousands of people, particularly Hmong immigrants seeking a new life in Wisconsin.  Joe Bee Xiong passed away last week while visiting his former homeland of Laos.  In 2003, on “In Wisconsin’s” very first show we introduced you to Joe Bee Xiong.  In his memory we share with you once again his story and his incredible journey through life.  

Loew:

On the cusp of adolescence, when American boys are armed with attitude and sinking fastballs, 12-year-old Joe Bee Xiong was armed with a M16 rifle.  In the 1960s and '70s, the CIA recruited Hmong farmers in the mountains of Laos for a secret war in Vietnam.  Joe Bee Xiong’s father was one of them.  Joe Bee reflects back on his decision to take his father's place so that he could come back to Joe Bee's mother and nine siblings.  

Joe Bee Xiong:

I'm the oldest one.  And I feel that I’m old enough to be there, to replace him, so he can be with my mom and with the rest of the family.  Only a child, but back then, 12 years old, you have a lot of responsibilities.  

Loew:

His childhood behind him, Joe Bee became a soldier.  In 1978, when the CIA pulled out of Laos, they evacuated high-ranking military officials to Thailand.  Soldiers like Joe Bee Xiong they simply abandoned.  

Xiong:

We used hand grenades that we got left, the ammunition that we got left.  And in 1978 then we have a very big casualty that the North Vietnam and the communist troops fight very heavy against us.  And then until our village all went out.  And then I decide to take off from my village.  And then I took about 3,000 people.  I lead them from the village and walked from my village to Thailand.  

Loew:

That walk from Joe Bee's village to the safety of Thailand was more than 150 miles, over mountains, across rivers and into enemy ambushes.  

Xiong:

It got many people die on the way.  

Loew:

At the Mekong River, Joe Bee, now 15, told the refugees to wait while he and several others crossed into Thailand to clear the way for the group's arrival.  

Xiong:

Once I got across through the Mekong River and the Thai authority would not let me go back.  And waiting there about a week, and they cannot wait any longer.  So they all separate and find their own way to Thailand.  And that's why many people got killed, many people went back and many people surrendered to the communists.  

Loew:

Somehow, Joe Bee's mother and father along with his sister and brothers made their way to safety and joined him.  After spending about eight months in a refugee camp, Joe Bee Xiong arrived in America and eventually settled in Eau Claire.  

Xiong:

When I first came to United States and first experiments on the electric stove, on the hot waters, the cold waters, the drinking fountains, all those -- anything is new experience for you.  

Loew:

Like many of the Hmong who settled here, Joe Bee spoke no English, but learned and then graduated from high school and earned a bachelor's degree from Mount Scenario college.  But even as he embraced his new American community, he clung to the music and culture of his homeland.  The bamboo pipes is one of the dozen Hmong instruments Joe Bee plays.  The Ja is another.  

Eric Lindquist:

He played a very important role in one sense as a role model for the other Hmong people.  

Loew:

Eric Lindquist, a reporter for the Eau Claire leader telegram, has followed Joe Bee's journey from immigrant to citizen to community leader.  

Lindquist:

He was involved in everything.  I mean, he for years he's been a landlord, I believe, for a lot of Hmong families.  He's rented to people that maybe had troubles with other landlords, like communication issues, so he gave them comfort in that way.  

He has been the president of the board of directors at the Hmong Association here in Eau Claire.  Now he's serving, and stepped into a gap, and has been their acting director.  He owns property that he rents to Hmong gardeners so that they can supply food for the farmer's market and have an extra income.  

Loew:

In 1996, residents elected Joe Bee Xiong to the first of two terms on the Eau Claire city council, making him the first Hmong in Wisconsin elected to public office.  

Xiong:

I feel great and honored, but it's not as much as the second time.  

Loew:

For Joe Bee Xiong, who became a citizen in 1986, being an American means serving the public good.  

Xiong:

I do what I can do to help myself, my family, my community and my country.  That means could be the Vietnam war.  And when I came here, I still feel like if any war out there that need me, I still going to serve and to protect my country.  

Loew:

He says the events of 9/11 made a powerful impression on him and brought back memories he'd rather forget.  

Xiong:

That's what we’d been through, and not just one time, but many, many times.  You have many good times and some are just one minute or a few seconds, you lost all.  

Loew:

Interestingly, in the Hmong language the word Hmong means “being free.”  Each year at festivals like this one, the Hmong celebrate their survival and their freedom.  

Xiong:

I see that we’re jumping 150 years ahead from when we’re living in Laos.  And I feel confident that if it continue the way they do it now, they probably will be successful in the future.  

Loew:

Joe Bee Xiong died last week of an apparent heart attack.  He was 45.  Our sympathy goes to his family and all those whose lives he touched.  

That's our program for this week.  Stay tuned for an “In Wisconsin” special called Poems About Places at 7:30 tonight, April 5.  It features Wisconsin poets and our videographers as they travel throughout our state finding poetic inspiration.  Again, it's called “Poems About Places, an In Wisconsin” special.  

And next Thursday, we'll continue our Great Lakes series and bring you a report about a young woman who uses her own experience to help at-risk teens to pursue higher education.  

For now, we leave you with a look at Cherokee Marsh.  For “In Wisconsin,” I'm Patty Loew.  See you next time.  
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