	Friday March 10, 2006
	NEWS
	


	
	Marine proud of Iraq mission, despite wounds
Durgala sticks to vow to walk again before returning home
	

	
	






Associated Press

Marine Sgt. Jack Durgala, left, speaks to Marine Lance Cpl. Johnny Burra last November at the new Wounded Warrior Support Section, a renovated barracks for wounded Marines at Camp Lejeune, N.C. Durgala and Burra were wounded while serving. Marines can live in the barracks while recuperating from wounds they sustained in Iraq or Afghanistan and count on comrades who know their problems and offer daily support for tasks. 
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CHUCK HAUPT / Press & Sun-Bulletin

Marine Sgt. Jack Durgala Jr. recounts injuries he received in an explosion last October while serving in Iraq. He gets a tattoo every year he serves in the Marines. 
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MAINE - Two SUVs were circling Sgt. Jack Durgala Jr.'s Marine base in southern Iraq on Oct. 17. One was riding low, a sign it was probably carrying explosives.

"It was either getting ready to drop it or doing test runs," said Durgala, 30, a 1995 Binghamton High School graduate.

Durgala and eight Iraqi soldiers went to investigate when some locals came out of their homes and pointed to a suspicious item in the road. He went closer to see what it was before calling the base.

"I didn't want to be the goober to call it in and it turns out to be trash," he said.

It turned out to be exactly what he was trained to find: an improvised explosive. As he got closer, it detonated, throwing him to the ground and knocking him unconscious.

When he regained consciousness, he tried to wiggle his toes but couldn't. He later found out why: ruptured intestines. A hole in his right leg the size of his fist. Broken left leg. Chip in his skull.

Durgala is one of 17,004 American troops wounded during the war in Iraq as of Thursday. That's been hard to stomach for a family with strong military ties. His father, Jack Durgala Sr., was in the Army, and grandfather, Louis Durgala, served in the Navy during World War II; both were uninjured. His younger brother, 18-year-old Jonathan, is scheduled to be deployed to Iraq with the Army this month.

As he lay wounded in Iraq, the first thought that crossed Durgala's mind was the likely bounty on his head. American troops are worth a lot to Iraqis if they're taken dead, even more if they're alive.

"I was more worried," he said, "about getting scooped up as someone's paycheck."

He mustered enough courage to call his own injuries back to the base because he was the only one who spoke English. At that point, he didn't know the full extent of his injuries or the months of recuperation and countless surgeries it would take to walk again. But he didn't want to come back home unless he could walk off the plane himself.

He did that Tuesday night.

It's hard for some back home, including Durgala's parents who live in the Town of Maine, to understand what he's going through. He warned them of the dangers he would face before shipping out, but that couldn't have prepared them for the call they received from a staff sergeant telling them he was hurt. His father drew on his past military experience to realize his son was still alive.

"If it's an officer calling, then we worry," the elder Durgala said. "Then we would have to make funeral arrangements."

"All I knew is I was getting a phone call I didn't want to get," said the Marine's stepmother, Cheryl Durgala.

They then left for Camp Lejeune in North Carolina to be by their son's side as he recuperated. He was in the Wounded Warriors barracks, specifically for wounded Marines and sailors. Two dozen people are getting treatment there now, but the barracks can house up to 47.

Some troops at the barracks have injuries far worse than Durgala's - some with missing limbs and one whose forehead was ripped away in a blast.

The sight of Durgala bandaged in a hospital bed hooked up to machines brought Cheryl Durgala to tears. She turned away so her stepson wouldn't see her so distraught.

"The last thing I wanted him to see was me being upset," she said. "It's the hardest thing for a family to have to go through."

Though Durgala would have wanted to stay with his unit, the other troops in the Wounded Warriors barracks have a special bond few can comprehend.

"A lot of others wouldn't understand the pain and anguish of being injured after being shot at or something else," Durgala said. "These guys know what you're going through."

Losing that camaraderie can be one of the most difficult parts of the recovery process, said Gunnery Sgt. Ken Barnes, staff noncommissioned officer in charge of the barracks.

"Day 1 of boot camp, you're on a team and begin to identify with that. Each time you leave one place, you get somewhere else and immediately you're put in another team," he said. "You find yourself ripped out of that team quite severely when you're injured."

The barracks opened last September, and another base on the West Coast plans to open another. Marines can stay anywhere from a few days to a few months as they heal and go through physical therapy.

Marines also go through psychological as well as physical healing while in the Wounded Warriors barracks, Barnes said. Wounded Marines who stay with their units don't get the same decompression time to relax and readjust to normal life that others receive when coming home from war.

"Everyone of these guys becomes a combat stress officer for each other," Barnes said.

Durgala will return to the Wounded Warrior barracks at Camp Lejeune after his two weeks at home. He's already had four surgeries, and in a few months doctors will determine if he's ready for more procedures to repair damaged nerves in his legs.

His passion for the Marines extends past his service. His body is covered in Grim Reaper tattoos, a symbol of the Marines infantry, one for each of the 10 years he's been a Marine.

His parents were never fond of the gruesome one that stretched along his right calf. A piece of shrapnel from the explosive tore a hole in his leg, taking the Reaper's head with it.

Durgala's injuries haven't dampened his aspirations to make a career out of the military but his slight limp may prevent him from rejoining the infantry. While he knows there will always be people who question military actions like those in Iraq, he said he would "go back in a heartbeat."

"They don't actually see the way (Iraqi) people's faces light up when we walk down the street," Durgala said. "We're there to help them."

But his injuries have made his parents a little more reluctant to support his career choice. Cheryl said she and her husband stand behind their sons' career choice in the military, but will always worry about their safety overseas.

"I'd like them to do their duty, but why is it my boys?" Jack Durgala Sr. said. "So many don't even want to go into the service."
	
	


