Wounded Marine on a new mission

A corporal who lost his eyes in a bombing in Iraq is involved in a program to make guide dogs available to others maimed in action.
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	Michael Jernigan pets Ted, a puppy that his mother and stepfather are training for guide dog service.

	
	



ST. PETERSBURG - Cpl. Michael Jernigan and four other Marines were on a security patrol south of Baghdad two years ago when a roadside bomb tore through their Humvee. The blast killed one Marine and injured several others.

Jernigan, 27, a 1997 St. Petersburg High graduate, was the most severely injured survivor. He lost both eyes, his right hand and left knee were mangled, an artery in his left leg was torn open, and his forehead was shattered.

Jernigan's story, spread by the media and daily e-mails written by his mother, Tracey Willis, prompted thousands of e-mails, cards and well wishes to pour in from around the world.

Word of his injuries and recovery reached Bobby Newman, a board member of Southeastern Guide Dogs in Palmetto, who offered to pair Jernigan with a guide dog. Then Newman had a bigger idea.

"A light went on in my head, and I said, 'Hey, why don't we offer all the soldiers who have been blinded in the war on terror in Iraq and Afghanistan - why don't we offer them all a guide dog?' " recalled Newman, 55.

And so Paws for Patriots was born. The program provides free guide dogs to veterans of Iraq or Afghanistan, including those, such as amputees, who aren't blind but could use a service dog.

"I never thought I would be in a position to inspire others to do bigger and better things," Jernigan said. "It gives you an idea of a better way to live your life."

Paws for Patriots is running radio and television ads featuring Jernigan and retired Gen. Tommy Franks. Program representatives also visit military hospitals to promote the program.

In January, Jernigan received the first Paws for Patriots guide dog: a goldador (a mix of golden and Labrador retrievers) named Kera. The pair worked together for two months, but Jernigan had to return her after she led him into traffic.

"We had a great time; it just wasn't that great of a match," Jernigan said.

The program has identified about 30 veterans blinded in Iraq or Afghanistan. Three are receiving guide dogs, and at least six other veterans have requested service dogs, Newman said.

"We think it's a great way to give back to our country," Newman said.

Jernigan's family is contributing, too. Last month, Willis, 53, and Bob Campbell, Jernigan's stepdad, received a 9-week-old yellow Labrador puppy from Southeastern Guide Dogs that they will train for up to 24 months.

Jernigan paid $1,750 for the right to name the puppy Ted - in honor of Jernigan's grandfather, who was the first of three generations of Marines.

If Ted is accepted as a guide dog, he could be paired with Jernigan, though the odds are small.

"That would be phenomenal," Willis said through tears. "The idea that Mike would have spent that amount of money to name a dog after my dad that someday could be his guide dog is unbelievable to me."

Jernigan is making steady progress after undergoing major surgery 30 times in 12 months. He has regained partial use of his right hand but might have additional surgery to improve its function. In December 2004, he was fitted for a prosthetic right eye.

He actually has five prosthetic eyes that he rotates in use. Three are what he calls "normal" eyes - in baby blue, emerald green and aquamarine. Then there's a red eye with a Marine Corps emblem in the center. Finally, his "bling-bling" eye: navy blue with a carat's worth of diamonds embedded in the pupil.

"All the ladies love that one," he said.

His eye is also a hit with kids, who ask him, "Can you pop your eye out?"

Jernigan is always happy to oblige, pulling his lower eyelid down until the prosthetic eye slides out.

"I usually get a lot of oohs and ahhs," he said.

Despite his progress, not everything has gone smoothly.

In August, he and his wife, Bekah, decided to divorce. They were high school sweethearts who married in 2003, and his wife was by his side through much of the initial stages of his recovery and treatment.

Jernigan plans to enroll at St. Petersburg College in August and hopes to one day teach high school.

"I've got plans for the future, which is a good thing," he said. "I don't plan on sitting down and becoming a General Hospital addict with some bonbons."

Although Jernigan acknowledged the past couple of years have at times been tumultuous, he said now that his bad days are few and far between. And he knows to keep it all in perspective.

"No matter how bad it gets, it could always be worse," he said. "Yeah, I lost my eyes, but I could have lost my legs, too. Now I can walk but I can't see where I'm walking."
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