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THE DAILY NEWS / CHRISSY VICK Marines assist one another at the Wounded Warrior Barracks at Camp Lejeune. Lance Cpl. Adam Turner, Lance Cpl. Bruce Schweitzer and Lance Cpl. Nathan Clem are recovering from injuries sustained in Iraq. 

Camp Lejeune Naval Hospital is among a number of military hospitals contacted recently by Pentagon fact-finding teams in light of problems at Walter Reed Army Medical Center. 

Naval Hospital officals are confident they are providing the best care possible. 

"There is a great deal of interest with my senior leadership and the Navy in the care of Marines and sailors and their families here," said Capt. Mark C. Olesen, commanding officer of the Naval Hospital. "We've gotten a number of questions to make sure we're doing all we can to care for the nation's warriors." 

Camp Lejeune officials say they too are giving the best possible care to wounded warriors aboard the base. And injured Marines and sailors at Camp Lejeune's Wounded Warrior Barracks agree, saying their care has been top-notch. 

"They helped me out more than I can say," said Lance Cpl. Bruce Schweitzer of 3rd Battalion, 2nd Marine Regiment, 2nd Marine Division. 

Schweitzer, who did three tours in Iraq, was shot in the arm by a sniper in March. He lived in the barracks until he got married in August. 

"They get you to your medical appointments and give you all the answers you need," he said. "Even after I got married, they have still helped me out with what I need." 

Sgt. Justin Weathers of 2nd Battalion, 8th Marine Regiment, 2nd Marine Division, said that his doctors and his command have taken good care of him. 

"This whole program is designed so guys come here and have a way to relate to one another and get through it," he said. "And anything they need, they get." 

Weathers is among around 40 wounded Marines and sailors at any given time living at the Wounded Warriors Barracks, which stood up in November 2005. Weathers was wounded in October by an IED while on foot patrol in Iraq. He has been living at the barracks since November and says the rooms are accessible according to everyone's needs. 

Weathers' gave The Daily News an impromptu tour of his room, which featured a living room complete with a TV, DVD and CD player; a kitchenette with two refrigerators and a microwave; an adaptive bathroom; and a bedroom. 

"They take care of us, don't they?" Weathers said, adding that he is referring not only to the facilities, but to the camaraderie at the place. "I think this place helps everyone keep an optimistic outlook on life." 

Command officials at the barracks say that is one of their top priorities in keeping the warriors on track to a speedy, full recovery. And while some may never go back to serve with their unit due to the nature of their injuries, the command, in partnership with the Naval Hospital staff, follows the Marines and sailors all the way. 



Tracking their care 



The Injured Support Unit, a part of II Marine Expeditionary Force, begins tracking Camp Lejeune Marines and sailors from the moment they are injured until they arrive at Camp Lejeune, where their care there begins. 

"Liaisons at the hospital, usually wounded warriors themselves, are there to meet them at the (helicopter) landing zone," said Lt. Col. Tom Siebenthal, officer in charge of the Injured Support Unit and the Wounded Warrior Barracks. 

From there, II MEF and hospital staff help the wounded through the recovery process to their final destination and beyond. That can sometimes be a long process involving a number of people along the way. 

One key to success is cooperation and constant communication through a bi-weekly meeting, where everyone from doctors to II MEF personnel discuss specific wounded warriors' care and road to recovery. 

"We discuss medical issues, administration issues and just make sure we're all together on the same page," said Naval Hospital nurse Tammie Styer. "We make sure nothing is falling through the cracks." 

Lt. Jessica Welty, in charge of patient medical evacuations, said each wounded Marine or sailor is assessed and evaluated when they come through the door to see exactly what they need. 

The hospital sees a number of injuries including traumatic brain injuries, orthopedic injuries and mental health problems such as post-traumatic stress disorder. Between 60 and 70 percent of those patients are seen on an outpatient basis, Welty said. 

"A lot of the initial blast injuries and traumatic injuries are stabilized before they get here," said Lt. David Carrouth, of internal medical and a primary care manager. "We try to continue that care that has already been established and often deal with the lasting chronic pain and nerve injuries." 

Sometimes the troops still have to go back and forth between Bethesda Naval Hospital in Maryland and Camp Lejeune, which makes communication with other care providers also paramount, they said. Carrouth oversees that process for all the wounded warriors, making sure they get the all-around care that they need. 

"These complex patients are seeing a lot of different providers and I try to make sure it's efficient and well-provided," he said. "One thing that is important is accessibility. We try to have the time and resources to see the patients within a few hours of finding out they have an acute problem, as well as seeing them on a routine basis." 

That leg of recovery is one of the most important, as it could mean the Marine or sailor's return to a duty station. 

"These Marines and sailors are going from being wholly a patient to continuing healing and getting back into military life," Olesen said. "That's an important phase." 

One key piece is physical therapy, according to Lt. Brian Iveson, physical therapy division officer at the Naval Hospital. 

"We try to see the guys who are (medically evacuated) and post-operation within a week, so we don't waste any time," Iveson said, while giving a tour of his facility, which boasts exercise machines and an occupational therapy room for those with complex hand and arm injuries. "The goal is to get everybody back to being functionally independent. Some progress faster than others, but we keep them right here to monitor them often." 

The hospital staff said they have found adapting to the care of the war wounded to be a challenge, but one they feel they have consistently tried to meet. 

"As our knowledge of the types of injuries of this war grows, the medical community as a whole has learned better how to deal with it, starting on the battlefield," Olesen said. 

That recovery requires holistic care for the mental, emotional and physical state of the warriors, officials said. 

Those at the Wounded Warrior Barracks need, on average, an eight to 14-month stay, Siebenthal said. There are around 80 warriors currently under the barracks' care, a number of whom are currently located in an overflow barracks for warriors further along in their treatment. 

"Their No. 1 job here is to get better, to recover," Siebenthal said. 

One thing that aids in that recovery is encouragement for the warriors to be involved, Siebenthal said. They do that by supporting one another, going on trips together, helping run the fitness center next door and even teaching classes at the reserve support unit. 

"They might only be able to teach a couple classes a week in something like cultural classes or rules of engagement, but it gives these guys a huge feeling of doing good," Siebenthal said. "It keeps their minds sharp, especially those with memory loss." 

The whole care process yields an outcome of successful recovery, whether the warriors get back to their unit or not, Siebenthal said. II MEF and barracks staff continue tracking those who choose to medically retire after they return home. They contact agencies that can assist them in lining up job interviews and other needed resources, such as adaptive construction on their new home. 

"You do your best so they walk out of here feeling good about themselves, looking to the future and their families," he said. "The proof is in the Marines. Their morale is high despite their physical injuries. We do what any command would do because we're so focused on the recovery and support process. 

"That's our specialty - and it's getting better daily." 



Contact staff writer Chrissy Vick at cvick@freedomenc.com or by calling 353-1171, ext. 239. 

