Wounded Warrior Tiger Team Is Stood Up
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The USMC Wounded Warrior Tiger Team is comprised of three wounded Marines, and one healthy one. This is who we are, how we came together, and what we

are doing…
The idea came to me shortly after the Wounded Warrior Barracks (Maxwell Hall) was opened in Camp Lejeune, in Jacksonville, NC. It was clear to me that the wounded Marines who were sent there had a lot of advantages. Medical care is close by, case managers are close by, rides are available, to name just a few. But the most important benefit of all is togetherness. Teamwork. All of us, regardless of the intensity of the injury, are in a tough battle. And as in any war, being a part of a team is a huge benefit.

So while the Barracks stood up, I knew that many wounded Marines and corpsmen were not part of any team. Many, MANY wounded are sent to their homes, and while parents and relatives are fantastic, they are not players. They are fans, but they are not on the team. 
So the initial idea was simple. I just wanted to visit wounded warriors. Simple. Over time, I tried to put together a team (not yet referred to as a “Tiger Team”) that could visit other wounded warriors. The problem was that most wounded warriors cannot travel much. They have doctor’s appointments, physical training, etc. I also realized how difficult it was to go through the process of retiring, or staying in. It was hard to take care of, and it took a lot of time. So, I just traveled by myself a lot. Not always, but usually.  I just tried to give wounded Marines/corpsmen/soldiers a bit of hope. A little motivation. I enjoyed it a lot, but the whole time, I needed a team. And I needed tough Marines, with severe injuries, who continue to fight the fight. 

And in December, 2007, it started to happen. 
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Sgt Kachmar, who was injured during his 5th deployment, was hit by an IED, while on a foot patrol. The injury is significant, as he received shrapnel all over his body. He has only three fingers in his right hand. And his leg (left or right, I can’t even remember) doesn’t work very well. The nerve was destroyed, and there are some great scars there that make it all clear. Thankfully, he has no shrapnel in his head. Still, they are testing him for a lower level TBI. They are common, unfortunately, for those who are blown up. The medical world is looking into this. Not that it is new, but it is certainly more common than it has ever been. The reason? Today’s flaks and helmets are fantastic. They have saved more lives than has ever been seen. So there are more TBIs than have ever been seen. 
When Sgt Kachmar was wounded, he was a Squad Leader. If you do not know what a squad leader is, just know this….it is a powerful, important billet. He was the leader of 12 other Marines. 
So when he got hit, it was bad. All injuries are bad, for both the Marine/soldier who gets hit, and for his squad/fire team. It is bad for everyone on the team. But when the leader gets hit, seriously hit, it is especially bad. Often, when an IED goes off, there is a fire fight that follows. Sometimes it is intense, and sometimes it is small, but still, it happens. So, as soon as an explosion goes off, the squad has to spread out, protect the entire perimeter. And as you can imagine, it is the squad leader that makes that happen. Of course, the squad leader has to make sure the corpsman (nurse, in the civilian world) is taking care of the wounded Marine. He then has to call for the medevac. 
But in this case, the squad leader, Sgt Kachmar, who is awake but who is in very bad shape, is unable to function. He is unable to secure the perimeter. On top of that, his corpsman, who was new, froze.  So things could have been very bad.
But of course, they weren’t. The Marine who was next in the chain of command stepped right up. He took over the squad. He made sure all his perimeter was secured (there was no other fighting), and he got the corpsman to “wake up”. (After this one, he was solid. It is common.) Then, he got the medevac called in. When Sgt Kachmar flew away, he was pretty sure that he would survive. And then he got that squad back up on their feet, and continued the patrol. He did not see Sgt Kachmar for several years.
When I met Sgt Kchmar in the National Naval Medical Center, in Bethesda Maryland, we chatted about this. Just a little. But it is a topic I often bring up to wounded Marines/soldiers/sailors who have just been medevaced. I remember that that was the first thing that bothered me. Not the shrapnel that was in my brain, or my shattered elbow. I wanted to make sure that my replacement was solid - that my responsibility was taken care of. Once I was confident that that had happened, I was able to focus on my problems. 

So that is how I had felt, I know that many others feel the same.  But Sgt Kachmar was pretty confident about that. He knew who had taken his squad, and was not concerned. Good to hear.   
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The other Marine who is a part of the Tiger Team is Sgt Wilson. Sgt Wilson, a squad leader at the time, was also hit by an IED. He received shrapnel all over the place, but the most important one went into his heart. He was also medevaced, of course. When the Marines saw him fly away, there were several who thought that they would not ever see him again. 
He woke up after 14 days, give or take a day, in the National Naval Medical Center (NNMC) in Bethesda, Maryland. That is where most of the seriously wounded go. Unfortunately, I did not meet him when he was there. 
Shortly after getting out of the ICU, Sgt Wilson was sent home on Convalescent Leave. He had a chance to go home and see his fiancée, hang out with his family, and rest. And the trip was funded. Nearly all wounded Marines/soldiers/sailors receive this, combat related or not.  And as usual, Sgt Wilson spent a month at home. 
Unfortunately, he had a problem. He had to go to a hospital once during this “vacation”. It wasn’t a scheduled visit, unfortunately. It was blood squirting down his neck. Definitely not scheduled, but he survived. So after his leave, he returned to Camp Lejeune, NC, where he checked in to his regiment. His battalion was still in Iraq, so he was not sure how to check in. So he went to the regiment. As is usual, the regiment sent him to see their surgeon, to check on his condition.
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While he was there, in Camp Lejeune, I never met him. Too bad, really, as I was also in Camp Lejeune. As the Officer In Charge (OIC) of the Barracks (“Maxwell Barracks”), I had heard about him. LCpl Sardines, one of the Marines of his squad, who was wounded at the same time, was living with the other wounded Marines/corpsmen. He had gone to see his squad leader when he had returned to Camp Lejeune. He had wanted him to move into the Barracks, to be around him and other wounded Marines, rather than sitting alone in the empty Bachelor Enlisted Quarters (BEQ). That is the concept of the Barracks, so of course we were supportive, but it didn’t work out. He never came to the Barracks.  I remember asking LCpl Sardines what had happened. LCpl Sardines told me that Sgt Wilson had been sent back to Iraq. Back to his squad. If I had known then what I know today about the piece of shrapnel that is in his heart, and his ability to only breathe with 50% of his lungs, I would have been a bit more involved. But at that time, I totally trusted all doctors.  So I did not meet him for a long time.
At that time, I had met quite a few wounded Marines and sailors. Even a few soldiers, which is unusual. It started when my psychiatrist convinced me to get out of my house. With a serious TBI, which in my case involved (and still involves) several pieces of shrapnel in my brain, talking is a challenge. Exhaustion is also common. But not being able to walk and talk, after just having spent time in Iraq (my second), sitting around was not fun. So my doctor told me to start going to work, just to see my “friends”. He is a civilian, so I didn’t bother trying to explain to him that, as an operations officer, I had no friends. I understood what he meant. So I started going in. Just a little, as I was not even able to drive. I couldn’t perform anything, but it was enjoyable to chat with the staff. I learned what it had been like while I was gone. Basic things, as you can imagine. After a month or so, I was ready to move on. To do something that was useful. I knew other wounded Marines/sailors were there, in Camp Lejeune, and I wondered what they were doing. I wondered who they were spending their time with, especially when there unit was still deployed. First, I talked to the Marines in the hospital right there in Camp [image: image4.jpg]


Lejeune. Later, I talked to the outpatients that I could find. I came up with the idea of the barracks, a place for wounded Marines/sailors to live together, so they had someone to talk to until their unit return home. LtGen Amos approved of the idea, and the Wounded Warrior Barracks (Maxwell Hall) began to grow. As wounded Marines/sailors began moving in, I began to travel more. Prior to this, LtGen Amos would sometimes take me on his trips to other hospitals. He had met me when I was an in-patient at NNMC, when I was not doing well. I say that he met me because I was not capable of meeting him, or anyone, at that stage. So he understood my injury, and the issues that limited my abilities. So he sort of had to “baby sit” me on those trips. 
Later, I started to travel by myself. And every time I went to a hospital, any hospital, I would spend at least two days there. I needed to meet the wounded on the first day, and see them the second. That way, they would talk more openly. I also met a lot of warriors at events. An event for the blind. An event on TBI. Things like that. So I met a lot of wounded warriors. But there are so many others, I needed a team. I needed a team of wounded Marines, who are still working through it all.   
So when the Wounded Warrior Regiment (WWR) was stood up, I new that I had a good chance. I was confident that the boss would approve this idea, that it would not be the problem. Colonel Boyle understood that wounded warriors talk more openly to other wounded warriors than they talk to anyone else. The key was to find the right team. I knew that it would be difficult.

Even though I had (have) met hundreds of wounded Marines and sailors, most of them were (are) either close to being back on duty, or they are in the complicated process of getting out of the Corps/Navy. If they were in neither of these two situations, they were usually busy with medical issues. They needed to be good talkers, positive attitude, and available for travel.   
The first solution to this problem was MSgt Jones. When I had met him, MSgt Jones was the Senior Non-Commissioned Officer In Charge (SNCOIC) of the Marine Liaison team [image: image5.jpg]


in the NNMC. We met when I was visiting there, so I had spent quite a bit of time with him. As the WWR was being stood up, I was sure that he would be there, part of the team. As a reservist, he could be hired in one of the upcoming civilian jobs. His education and experience was unarguable, and as of Feb 2008, he was officially hired. He is the one member of the team that is not injured, and he is the one member of the team who actually knows nearly every solution to every problem. 

But in 2007, as I was trying to put the team together, he was on active duty in Tennessee. At least, that was where he and his family were living. He was on the road a lot, taking care of wounded Marines and sailors all over the place. When the Marine Corps found out about a wounded warrior who needed something, anything, he would take care of it. That was his job in the Marine Corps. Having spent those two years in NNMC, he was experienced. That was why we were expecting him to join the WWR, where I was, in Quantico, Va.  Plus, he knew a lot of wounded Marines - a whole lot. And he knew one who should join my team, Sgt Kachmar. 
Sgt Kachmar was still in the NNMC area. He was bored, and he wanted to do something that was useful. He was a good talker, who had not decided whether to stay in the Corps under a new military occupational specialty (MOS), or get out. He had no real plan on what he was going to do if he did decide to get out. He did know that he couldn’t stay infantry. So Master Sgt Jones and I planned to talk to him about it. I knew him pretty well myself. I had met him when he was initially medevaced to NNMC. I knew his father, who really wanted him to stay in the Corps. I knew his girlfriend, later wife. They were raising a young baby. They were a great family, and he was a great choice. But we had to talk him into it. 
This is very unusual in the Marine Corps. Few Marines are given options, they are normally given orders. But wounded Marines are not given that type of orders. In his case, with a pregnant wife and an unknown future, we had to be sure that that was what he wanted. So MSgt Jones and I started talking to him, his doctors, and Col Boyle. We had to ensure that he could have a house on the USMC base in Quantico, and that his move would be funded. It was a bit difficult, but to explain it all here, you would fall asleep. The bottom line is that we had to make sure that everything was OK. And that took some time.   

At the same period, the WWR was preparing the opening of the Wounded Warrior Call Center (WWCC). While it wasn’t the first call center in the DoD, the plan here was different. This call center was going to call everyone who was wounded. That is different than the other call centers we met. Generally, they received and resolved problems, but they didn’t look them up. Our call center was looking for trouble, you might say.
MSgt Jones and I were heavily involved in the development and training that was needed before it started up. As I am sure you understand, there was a lot to learn. Simultaneously, we were working on Sgt Kachmar, and many other wounded Marines and sailors. Given that I am a part time worker, and that the two Marines who were helping us were leaving within 30 days, we needed another Marine.   

Luckily, I found one. I was told about Sgt Wilson, who was working with the WWR in the S-3 shop. I was told that he was a wounded Marine, who had been moved to the WWR because, as a student at a local training unit, he had continued to pass out during his daily physical training. Later, I learned all about him, as mentioned above. But at that time I knew nothing. When I asked him, he told me about the shrapnel that was in his heart, and that he couldn’t run very much because his lungs were only 50% capable. It was no surprise that he was unable to run without passing out. What was, and still is, the most shocking is that a doctor had declared him capable, and had sent him back to Iraq. He stayed there until his unit returned back to the US, which luckily, turned out OK. He was close to passing out the entire time, but because there had been no major fire fight, he had survived.  
He had then been sent to Quantico, Va., where, as I mentioned, he started passing out every day. During the training, he was expected to perform physical training (PT) every day. He could not do it, so he was removed from the class. The standard is that any Marine who can not make it through every test, PT session, etc, is supposed to be sent back to his original unit. But in his case, the senior staff was concerned about sending him back to a unit that was due to return to Iraq soon. They were aware of his medical status, and they wanted to make sure that he received proper medical care. Based on his history of having been sent back to Iraq even though he obviously should not have been, they decided to keep him at the school.  
The problem was that he had been sitting in the barracks, by himself, all day every day. Torture. Later, he had been sent to the WWR S-3 shop, to give him something to do. That is where I found him. Pure luck, really. The simple fact that he was alive was lucky. But to have been kept in the school as a student, which is against normal regulation; to have leaders who understood how miserable he was; to have been sent to the WWR S-3 shop just for his benefit…is amazingly lucky. But it was just the beginning. 

Sgt Wilson was brought aboard the Tiger Team. Actually, he was “brought aboard” before the ship even existed. It was just the two of us, working with the phone center, taking a few small trips. We made several visits to Richmond Virginia’s Veterans Hospital, where we met several new wounded Marines and soldiers. I was impressed with his ability to talk to wounded warriors. He was open with them, developing thoughts and accepting their frustration. People with his natural capacities are rare.

I do not intend to be critical. Believe me, it is hard. I know tough, hard corps Marine Staff Non-Commissioned Officers who do not like to talk to wounded warriors because they feel that they show too much emotion. It makes them upset. Even many visitors have a hard time talking to wounded. Not just those of us who cannot talk at all, but even those who are sitting on their bed. It can be tough to figure out what they would like to talk about. If you have never been wounded in combat, it is tough to feel welcome. (If anyone has ever met a psychiatrist who understands what I am talking about, let me know.)  Some of them/us don’t want to talk to anybody about anything. What do you do now? Tough. But Sgt Wilson was a natural.

So things were going well, and I was really looking forward to having the four man Tiger Team all together, so we could travel to many hospitals.  Mr. Jones was coming soon. The contract had been confirmed (only a couple more months until it is all written and signed. A couple more months?) All we had to do was resolve the issues of Sgt Kachmar. We needed to get him shifted from his current duty to the WWR. We needed to get him and his wife a house on Quantico Base so we could minimize his daily driving. And we needed to work out a proper medical timeline. It was not easy to get the paperwork organized, and the difficulty was causing him to be a little irritated. On a side note, the paperwork was a nightmare for Sgt Wilson as well, but since he was already assigned to Base Quantico, Va, which is where the WWR existed, his frustration did not reduce his ability of joining the Tiger Team. Sgt Kachmar, on the other hand, lived in Bethesda, Maryland. For him to live there, and drive all the way to Quantico every day was impossible. It was a very stressful stage of his life; new boss, new job, new house, new doctors (?), and above that was the fact that his wife was pregnant. As I said, it was pretty stressful. And he was thinking about giving it up. So Mr. Jones and I needed to go see him again, up in Bethesda, and help him remember how important and motivational he would be. And of course, as we headed up there in a government van, Sgt Wilson was coming with us.

It was during the drive, which is only 45 miles but takes about 1 ½ hours to complete (DC Traffic), Mr. Jones and I talked about the future. I was mentioning that I wanted Sgt Wilson and Sgt Kachmar to be prepared to travel as a two man team. I was comfortable that they would work well together, which was important. Sgt Wilson asked us what we were talking about, and Mr. Jones explained it to him. He told him that it would take some time to learn all that there was. Many wounded Marines do not even know what it is that they do not know. The WWR has a staff that is growing, as more and more experts are hired to help those Marines resolve their issues. It is not our responsibility to learn everything that these experts already know. We just need to learn what we don’t know, and who does. Simple, really. As he was giving an example, Sgt Wilson interrupted him (rare) and asked him: “What was the other Sgt’s Name?” Of course we told him that we were talking about Sgt Kachmar. He replied “I am the one who medevaced him!” 

Over time, they told us the entire story, during which Sgt Kachmar had been totally awake. They told us exactly how Sgt Kachmar had gotten “wacked”.  Immediately, Sgt Wilson had taken over the squad. He had set up the security, called the medevac, barked at the corpsman to get him moving, and took pictures of Sgt Kachmar.  He stood there with him until the medevac had taken him away. Immediately, he had ordered the squad to “move out”, and he had not seen him since. 

As of today, they had become part of my Tiger Team. 
And our first trip was coming soon.
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