Wounded warrior battalion activated
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Unit stands up: Sgt. Maj. John M. Jarrell, left, and Lt. Col. Thomas C. Siebenthal uncase the colors for the East Coast Wounded Warrior Battalion at Camp Lejeune on Friday.
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A crowd gathered Friday aboard Camp Lejeune to recognize an historic event: the standing-up ceremony of the first East Coast Wounded Warrior Battalion. 

The mood was congratulatory among the crowd of military spouses and families, proud veterans and members of the community. A light breeze from the New River made the guidons and colors of the battalion wave boldly as they were unfurled before two newly created companies. The Second Marine Aircraft Wing Band struck up the national anthem as all stood at attention. 

"This represents in my mind all that the Marine Corps is known for, and that is action," said guest of honor Lt. Gen. Keith Stalder, commanding general of the II Marine Expeditionary Force. 

It was the actions of Lt. Col. Tim Maxwell, his wife Shannon and many others that helped make the day happen. When Maxwell was wounded in a rocket attack in Iraq on October of 2004, he realized what wounded warriors like him needed: support, adequate medical care, camaraderie with others who have been wounded and a place to recover. 

In response to these needs, Maxwell worked to promote a Wounded Warrior Barracks at the base, which was christened Maxwell Hall in 2005. Friday's designation of a battalion will allow his efforts on behalf of wounded Marines and sailors to reach even further. 

"Our chain of command is more structured now," said 23-year old Cpl. Jason Brisken, who was wounded by shrapnel in Ramadi, Iraq, when he got caught in an ambush. "It goes a lot higher than it did." 

One of the 102 current wounded warriors, Brisken said many members of his battalion want to recover quickly to return to their old battalions or move on with their lives. But all appreciate having time and a place to recover. 

"You don't want to leave the Marine Corps still broken," Brisken said. 

Cpl. Jason Bingham, 22, said having an actual unit is nice because it lets those who can provide help know where to find the recovering troops. 

Bingham, who still leans on a cane because of a shrapnel injury that broke his fibula in three places, said he appreciates the unit because "you can talk about what you've been through." 

In the hour-long ceremony, the list of recognitions continued: nonprofit organizations such as Hope for the Warriors - a support network begun by Shannon Maxwell and friend Robin Kelleher - the Navy Marine Corps Relief Society, the USO and others; private businesses that had provided support and in-kind donations; and the many individuals who had advocated on behalf of warriors in recovery. 

Reviewing Officer Lt. Col. Thomas Siebenthal, who has been given command of the Wounded Warriors Battalion, pointed out the significance of the two companies of Marines from the 8th Regiment who stood in formation in the glistening heat, representing the new battalion. 

"It's symbolic that we have healthy Marines representing the wounded," he said. 

For him, that is what the Wounded Warriors Battalion is about - everyone working together to serve the wounded and recovering and to meet the needs of them and their families. 

"It's a model for the Department of Defense and the nation," Stalder said. 

And what has begun in Lejeune will soon be spread nationwide: The West Coast Wounded Warrior Battalion will stand up as a unit on Aug. 1 at Camp Pendleton in California. 
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