
 
Milwaukee VA Medical Center Takes FLITE 

FLITE is a new, easy-to-use, system-wide program that 
promises efficiency, central inventory and streamlined 
accounting is about to take FLITE at the Zablocki VA 
Medical Center in Milwaukee. 

Milwaukee is taking the lead in the Financial and 
Logistics Integrated Technology Enterprise program – 
better known as FLITE. 

The new system, which should be fully functional, next 
year has three components:  

• The Strategic Asset Management project or SAM  
• The Integrated Financial Accounting System or IFAS 
• The FLITE Data Warehouse or FDW.  

 
Once implemented nationwide, FLITE will deliver world-
class service to Veterans through effective 
communication and management of people, technology, 
business processes and financial resources. 

The Objectives of FLITE are: 

• To effectively integrate and standardize 
financial/logistical data and processes across all VA 
offices  

• To provide management with access to timely and 
accurate financial, logistics, budget, asset and 
related information on VA-wide operations as well as 
on specific programs and projects  

• To establish an advanced technology environment 
that provides the greatest capability and an extended 
life cycle  

 

Deputy Secretary Gould (pictured on the left) visits the 
Milwaukee VA Medical Center to observe FLITE in 
action.   

Who will be impacted by FLITE? 

FLITE will touch almost everyone in VA directly or 
indirectly serving a Veteran. Those who work within the 
business areas of financial management, asset 
management, logistics, accounting, purchasing, budget, 
funds control, inventory and financial systems will all play 
a role, as well as leaders and employees who rely on 
financial and asset management reports and business 
intelligence.  
 
What impact will FLITE have on VA jobs? 
 
FLITE will gradually transition VA from the financial and 
asset management systems used today to an integrated 
replacement system. Depending on your job duties, you 
will be provided training on business process
improvements and the new system. The FLITE program 
will collaborate with leadership on all levels and other 
interested parties to make your transition to FLITE as 
stress-free as possible. 
 
How is the Milwaukee VAMC involved?   

Milwaukee is the pilot site for the SAM component of 
FLITE. Implementation began in March 2009 and is 
expected to be complete in May 2010. Training will begin 
in early 2010. 
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What Does SAM Involve?  

Inventory Management, Asset Management, Requisitioning 
& Procurement, Item Management, Real Property, Work 
Order Management, and Facility Management. 

Deputy Secretary Does a FLITE Check 

Some of those in top leadership of the VA dropped in on the 
Zablocki VA Medical Center recently to get a FLITE update 
and see how everything was going so far. 

Deputy Secretary W. Scott Gould visited the VA in October. 
He was joined by Jonah Czerwinski, special assistant on 
budget and management, and Belinda Carrington, staff 
coordinator, from the Office of the Secretary.  VISN 12 
Network Director Dr. Jeffrey Murawsky joined Milwaukee 
leadership and the local FLITE experts. 

Larry Berkeley, Associate Director of Milwaukee VAMC, said 
if FLITE was up and running now, it would have been much 
easier to deal with a problem when asbestos was found in 
one of the operating rooms.  He said everything had to be 
sterilized or thrown out and replaced.  Restocking the room 
was a challenge because officials had to search for items in 
several different areas. With FLITE, everything would have 
been easier to find in one central inventory location. 

Others said there is a strong need to modernize the finance 
system. The current system makes it difficult for accounting. 
Programs aren’t compatible and it’s hard to maneuver 
around. The new system will be “point and click” and enable 
easier, faster, and more accurate reporting.   

The VA also needs a modern system the younger workforce 
can use or risk losing them to another organization with 
updated systems.  
 
Deputy Secretary Gould said FLITE will affect 40 percent of 
the employee base, and leadership is fully committed, but 
also wants to know if any problems arise, to ensure a 
smooth a transition as possible. 
 
 
 
 
 

New Leader in Washington 
Mr. William Schoenhard was 
appointed the Deputy Under 
Secretary for Health for 
Operations and Management for 
the Veterans Health 
Administration (VHA) on October 
8, 2009.  As Deputy Under 
Secretary for Health for 
Operations and Management, 
Mr. Schoenhard is the Chief 
Operating Officer and is 
responsible for VHA’s 21 

Veterans Integration Service Networks (VISN).  In this role, 
Mr. Schoenhard is also responsible for VHA administrative 
programs, including business operations, environmental 
management, canteen services, health care engineering, 
safety and technical services, Veterans Service Support 
Center, acquisition and procurement and Capital Assets. 
 
Prior to his appointment to the VA, Schoenhard was 
executive vice president/chief operating officer from 1986 to 
2009 for SSM Health Care (SSM), one of the largest 
Catholic health care systems in the country.  In 2002, SSM 
became the first health care recipient of the nation’s highest 
Presidential honor for organizational innovation and 
performance excellence-the Malcolm Baldrige National 
Quality Award. 
 
Prior to 1986, Schoenhard served as executive director of 
St. Joseph Health Center, St. Charles, MO., and St. Joseph 
Hospital West, Lake St. Louis, MO.; executive director of 
Arcadia Valley Hospital, Pilot Knob, MO.,  and associate 
executive director of St. Mary’s Health Center, St. Louis, 
MO.  Prior to joining SSM, Schoenhard was vice president 
and director of general services at Deaconess Hospital, St. 
Louis, MO. 
 
A former U.S. Navy Officer, he served in the Philippines and 
Vietnam as Damage Control Officer on the destroyer tender 
USS Samuel Gompers. 
 
Schoenhard graduated from the University of Missouri with a 
Bachelor of Science degree in public administration in 1971. 
He earned a Masters degree with honors in health care 
administration from Washington University School of 
Medicine, St. Louis, in 1975 and received its Distinguished 
Alumnus Award in 2003.  In 2009, he was awarded the 
Exemplary Service Award by the St. Louis University School 
of Public Health. 
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New Leader at Hines 
An enthusiastic and 
experienced new leader 
will join the VISN 12 team 
in early 2010. Sharon 
Helman will take the helm 
at the Hines VA Hospital, 
effective January 31, 

2010.  Mrs. Helman has 
more than 19 years of VA 
experience, including key 
leadership positions at 
eight VA facilities in the 
past 10 years.  She most 

recently served as the Director of the Spokane VA 
Medical Center. 

“My career with the Department of Veterans Affairs 
reflects working at all levels of the organization, different 
positions, and numerous medical centers throughout the 
country,” said Mrs. Helman. “It has been a personal and 
professional journey that reflects my passion to serve 
those who have given us our freedom. The sacrifice that 
they and their families have endured during their service 
to protect that freedom is priceless.” 

During her tenure at the Spokane VAMC, Mrs. Helman 
consistently developed new methods to bring Veterans 
first-class service in rural areas.  She pioneered new 
telehealth and telepsychiatry expansions to increase 
patient access and partnered with other government and 
private organizations in the area to provide 
comprehensive health care services to Veterans.  She 
looks forward to bringing her unique experiences and 
background to Hines. 

“The ingrained work ethic, passion and drive of Hines VA 
Hospital employees are prevalent in the history of 
everything they have done for Veterans health care over 
the years,” she said.  “Hines has been 'first' in many 
things-from obtaining the first university affiliation to 
opening the first Blind Rehabilitation Center. It will be an 
honor being a part of that rich tradition and working with 
leadership to continue to serve our nation's heroes." 
 

Mrs. Helman is no stranger to VISN 12 or the Midwest.  
"After growing up in Iowa, starting my VA career at the 
Iowa City VA Medical Center, and having worked at the 
Tomah VA, this feels like coming home for me and my 
family,” she said.  “I am looking forward to serving at the 
premiere Hines VA Hospital, alongside the nation's most 
hard working, talented, creative, and passionate staff 
and volunteers." 
 

Network News               
Hines 
Diveheart Milita ry Wounded 

Illinois Governor Pat Quinn takes a moment with DMW (Diveheart 
Military Wounded) participant and Blind Vietnam Veteran and Hines 
patient Rick Olson (pictured above) on October 28th at the Union 
League Club in downtown Chicago.   

A number of Hines staff and patients are regular 
participants in the Diveheart Military Wounded Program, 
which teaches Veterans scuba diving skills as a 
therapeutic recreation. Governor Quinn was on hand in 
October to recognize recipients of the Illinois Department 
of Veterans Affairs “Lottery Ticket” Grant. The State 
lottery will be launching a new ticket that will benefit 
Veterans with disabilities around the State of Illinois.   
Diveheart’s DMW program for disabled Veterans 
received such a grant in 2009 and is training Veterans 
around the state, as well as at Hines as a result. 
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Student Confidence and Service Learning 

Hines Mental Health staff Anna Stachyra PMHCNS-BC, 
Diane Daudell PMHCNS-BC and Frank Vozak LCSW, 
BCD (pictured left) presented “Student Confidence and 
Service-Learning” overview and outcomes at the 6th 
annual Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) Conference at 
Edward Hospital Naperville, Illinois, Saturday, October 24, 
2009. This half-day event presented research and 
evidence-based projects in the areas of clinical practice, 
research, and management.  

Over 220 healthcare workers and management attended 
the presentation, including keynote speaker, Anne G. Perry, 
EdD, RN, FAAN, Professor and Chair, Primary Care and 
Health Systems Nursing at Southern Illinois University 
Edwardsville School of Nursing. Perry told Stachyra she 
chose their presentation because SIU integrates service-
learning into their curriculum and she was interested to hear 
what the VA is doing. 

“It was a wonderful and refreshing experience” said 
Stachyra.  As part of a service-learning project that is run by 
Loyola University student nurses, evaluation data was 
collected on student confidence before and after the 
service-learning project. The project, which started 
September 2008, consists of a student nurse group, 
teaching communication skills to the Veterans in the opiate 
substitution clinic. The students plan, develop, and facilitate 
the groups independently. Evaluation data has shown that 

the service-learning project helps increase student 
confidence in group leadership skills in patients with 
chemical dependency problems.  

 
Iron Mountain 
Mental Illness Awareness Week 

In recognition of Mental Illness 
Awareness Week (MIAW), the 
Oscar G. Johnson VA Medical 
Center hosted two events the 
first week of October.  An art 
display showcased the talent 
of the Veterans from the 
Upper Peninsula; it was a 
spectacular event with diverse 
types of art mediums.  There 
was also a representative 
from the National Alliance on 

Mental Illness (NAMI) who shared information about the 
support available for the families of mentally ill individuals.  
He was followed by several veterans who spoke on their 
experience with the recovery process.  Staff, Veterans, and 
the public were invited to this event and were inspired by 
the art display and heartfelt words of the guest speakers.     

 
Opening of New Outreach Clinic in 
Manistique 

The Oscar G. Johnson VA Medical Center in Iron Mountain 
was pleased to announce the opening of a new Veteran’s 

outreach clinic funded by 
the Veterans Health 
Administration Office of 
Rural Health in 
Manistique, Michigan.  
The clinic opened on 
Tuesday, August 25, 
2009.  The clinic is open 
three days a week from 
8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. by 
appointment only. 

A grand opening for the new outreach clinic was held on 
Wednesday, September 2, 2009.  Veterans, staff, the local 
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community, veteran’s organizations and city, county and 
state elected officials participated in the celebration.  It was 
a warm, sunny September day so the event was held 
outdoors.  At the conclusion of Mr. Michael J. Murphy’s, 
Medical Center Director, and Congressman Bart Stupak’s 
speeches, guests were invited to tour the facility, meet staff 
and enjoy light refreshments.      

 “Improving access to primary care is a VA priority.  Having 
VA care available closer to Veterans’ homes will enable the 
OGJVAMC in Iron Mountain to reach out to eligible 
Veterans who would like to use VA services,” noted Michael 
Murphy, Medical Center Director.  Quality of care will also 
be improved through timely access for Veterans, resulting 
in shorter lengths of stay, if hospitalization is necessary. 

 
Habitat for Humanity 
A group of volunteers teamed up with other Habitat for 
Humanity volunteers on an early Saturday morning in 
November to remodel a Habitat house.   

Pictured in the front row from the left are Dawn Rompalski, Kim Fox, 
JoAnn DeBidart, Dana Michaud, Laura Branz (all VA employees), and 
Janet Neuens (Habitat volunteer).  In the back row from the left are 
Don Novak (Habitat board member), John DeBidart (spouse of VA 
employee), Jason Fayas (new homeowner), Roger Rose (spouse of 
VA employee), and John Mella (VA employee.) 

The team donated their time and talents hanging drywall 
in the basement and installing siding on the home. This 
group of volunteers appreciated this opportunity to assist 
another family to enjoy the dream of home ownership. It 
was a truly inspiring and rewarding experience for all and 
this group will be meeting again in January to finish the 
interior of the home.  

 

Jesse Brown 
Renovation of Inpatient Pharmacy 
Following the renovation of its inpatient pharmacy, Jesse 
Brown VA Medical Center (JBVAMC) held an open house 
on October 23 to show off its modern look and showcase its 
newest features.  

The renovations include a new United States Pharmacopia 
(USP) 797 clean room that is used to compound sterile 
intravenous (IV) fluids for Veterans requiring such 

medications.  

A new tube system 
has also been 
installed that 
connects the 
pharmacy to all the 
floors in the new bed 
tower pavilion and 

Emergency 
Department to facilitate the faster delivery of medications. 
Communications and faster customer service are 
enhanced through the installation of two medication pass-
through windows and an intercom system. 

Dr. Jeffrey Murawsky, Network Director for VISN 12, was 
gracious enough to participate in the inpatient pharmacy 
ribbon cutting ceremony along with JBVAMC Medical 
Center Director James S. Jones.   

This new unit is very impressive,” Dr. Murawsky said, 
“especially since the renovation had to be completed ‘on 
the run’ while we continued to serve our Veterans. 

Participating in the ribbon cutting ceremony for the Inpatient Pharmacy 
were (from left) Dr. Isabel Sanvanson, Assistant Chief of Pharmacy 
Operations; Dr. Jeffrey Murawsky, Network Director; Dr. Mona 
Thompson, Inpatient Pharmacy Supervisor; Dr. Richard Rooney, Chief 
of Pharmacy Service; and James S. Jones, Medical Center Director.  
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Veteran Service Fair 
Now in its third year, 
Jesse Brown VA 
Medical Center’s 
annual Veteran 
Service Fair gets 
more popular each 
year. During this 
year’s event, held on 
October 21, the 
medical center 
offered over 50 

stations – each promoting a service, program or other 
resource available to Veterans. A similar fair was held at 
JBVAMC’s Crown Point Community Based Outpatient 
Clinic on October 5 where over 400 Veterans and their 
families attended. 

A total of 824 Veterans (not including staff members who 
are Veterans) went through the Fair on October 21. Many 
brought members of their family. Over 90 percent of the 
Veterans visited at least 20 stations and were eligible to win 
door prizes.  

The purpose of the Fair is to provide Veterans and staff with 
a greater awareness of the vast array of programs offered 
at Jesse Brown VA Medical Center. Even long-term 
employees are often surprised to learn about programs at 
the medical center they were unaware of previously.  

 
National Prosthetics Day 

Jesse Brown VAMC celebrated National Prosthetics Day 
on November 5, 2009, with an all-day exhibition that 
included representation from over a dozen companies 
providing low beds, powered wheelchairs, personal alert 

devices, orthotics, respiratory equipment, low-vision aids 
and many other devices. The interactive displays gave 
patients and staff the opportunity to view demonstrations 
and discuss various products with company 
representatives.  

 

Going Yellow 
The yellow patient wristband is the nationally accepted 
color coded inpatient wristband for patients determined 
to be at a high risk for falling.  JBVAMC went “yellow” on 
January 1 – using yellow colored patient wrist bands to 
identify these patients.  To promote this initiative, the 
medical center conducted an all-employee slogan 
contest in November to develop the most creative 
“yellow” slogan. More than 80 slogans were submitted by 
over 50 staff.    

 

The winning slogan will be used as a computer screen 
saver to increase awareness among all employees of the 
proper precautions to take for inpatients at a high risk for 
falling.  

 
 

Lillian Coleman, Social Work Service (left, pictured with 
Michelle Blakely, Associate Director) won the 
competition with the graphic and slogan of ”KEEP OUR 
VETS FROM BEING FALLING STARS – LET US BAND 
TOGETHER TO KEEP OUR VETS SAFE – NEW 
YELLOW BANDS FOR VETS WHO ARE AT RISK FOR 
FALLING.”   
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Madison 
Pharmacy Residency Program Trains Two 
Generations of Pharmacists 
 
In July, Amanda Pitterle Margolis began her pharmacy 
residency at the Madison VAH.  Twenty-six years ago, 
her father, Michael Pitterle,  was the hospital’s first 
pharmacy resident.  Michael is currently a Professor of 

Pharmacy at the 
University of 
Wisconsin School 
of Pharmacy.  
Amanda plans to 
further her training 
after her 
Residency to 
become a School 
of Pharmacy 
faculty member.  

Much has changed in the Pharmacy Residency Program 
over the last 26 years. The growth in preceptors has 
increased from six to twenty and the required areas of 
practice have increased from nine to thirteen.  Some 
things have not changed.  The Residency Director, Art 
Schuna, (pictured on left above) and the Preceptor in the 
Anticoagulation Clinic, Chris Sorkness, have been part of 
the Pharmacy Residency Program since the beginning.  
One hundred and twenty-three pharmacists have been 
trained in the program in the past 26 years.  Fifteen 
former Residents are currently part of the Madison VAH 
Pharmacy staff. 
 
Women’s Wellness Fair 
 
The Women Veterans Health Center at the Madison 
VAH sponsored a Wellness Fair for Women Veterans on 
Saturday, August 29.  The event was funded by a mini-
grant provided by the Women Veterans Health Strategic 
Healthcare Group at VA Central Office.  Twenty-five 
women Veterans participated in a lively interactive 
program that provided routine health screening and 
educational sessions focused on the wellness topics of 
nutrition (“Portion Distortion”) and exercise (“Exercise & 
Women – What’s the Ideal?”).  Women’s Health and 
other VA staff provided information at resource tables on 

topics such as menopause, VA benefits, the MOVE 
program, stress reduction strategies, as well as women’s 
health and mental health services at the VA.   

 
One very 
popular part 
of the 
program 
was a panel 
of women 
Veterans 
(shown) 
from different service eras who discussed their 
experiences in the military and how the role has changed 
for females over the years.  Many women in the 
audience shared their experiences as well.   
 
Hispanic Heritage Celebration 
 
The Madison VAH Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) 
Committee hosted a presentation in honor of National 
Hispanic Heritage Month in September.  The guest speaker 
was Shiva Bidar-Sielaff, Director of Community 

Partnerships for 
University of 
Wisconsin Health.  
Working with other 
community healthcare 
partners, Ms. Bidar-
Sielaff's leadership has 
resulted in an effective 
language access 
program that serves 
thousands of patients 
and families each year.  

Ms. Bidar-Sielaff’s presentation covered the strength and 
background of the Latino population in Dane County and 
Wisconsin.  Also part of the presentation was a video made 
in conjunction with the United Way, entitled “Cuentame: 
Latino Life in Dane County." One of the interesting points 
made during the presentation included the change in 
immigration over the last 100 years.  In 1900, 84% of 
immigrants were from Europe.  In 2000, only 15% of 
immigrants were from Europe while 54% were of Hispanic 
heritage.  Additionally, an important factor that was noted 

 
Art Schuna, Amanda Pitterle Margolis and 
Michael Pitterle 
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was that language barriers are a consistent problem for 
Hispanics, in many areas, to include education, jobs, 
healthcare, and the like.   

There are many opportunities for native English speakers to 
help with the tutoring of native Spanish speaking youth or 
adults.  People interested in tutoring in Madison and 
elsewhere can check with their local schools or their local 
Literacy Network. One of the advantages to tutoring is the 
possibility of reverse tutoring with the person learning the 
English language.  Often the students are very happy to 
share their knowledge and the English tutor is able to learn 
the Spanish language.  

 
Employee Picnic and Innovation Award 
 
The dreary weather of October 8th could not diminish the 
spirit of the 2009 Madison VAH Employee Picnic and 
Innovation Award Celebration.  For the first time ever, 
the Picnic Committee needed to switch to Plan B and the 
picnic was held indoors.  Safety was the top priority as 
Nesco roasters, power cords and rain do not mix well. A 
little advance direction and instructions via email, as well 
as some traffic control, allowed everyone to stay dry and 
warm as well as enjoying a tasty meal of traditional 
Wisconsin picnic food including brats. 

At noon, the innovation award celebration took place in 

the Auditorium.  Ms. Deborah Thompson, Medical Center 
Director, welcomed everyone, thanked the Picnic 

Committee for their hard work and great success, and 
then presented the Innovation Awards.  In all, 16 
innovation team awards were handed out in the areas of 
Workplace Satisfaction, Work Process Improvement, 
Community Service, Performance Improvement, 
Customer Service, Technology, Safety, Education and 
Creativity.  A slideshow presentation highlighting the 
accomplishments of the past year was shown.  Two fun 
additions to the celebration this year were the trivia 
contests and the H1N1 rap video, starring Madison VAH 
staff, which was interspersed with the slideshow.   

 
National Radiologic Technology Week 
Celebrated 
 
The National Radiologic Technology Week to honor the 
hard work and accomplishments of Radiologic 
Technologists (RT’s) was celebrated on November 8–14. 
It is celebrated each year during the week that includes 
Nov. 8, the day that German physicist Wilhelm Conrad 
Roentgen discovered the x-ray in 1895. This year’s 
theme for the national celebration was “Improving Health 
Care One Image at a Time.”  
 
The Radiology Department sponsored an informational 
fair on November 12th.  The fair encompassed every 
aspect of radiology available to our Veteran patients, 
from General Radiology to MRI. Informational displays 
were available so attendees could learn more about the 
radiology process, from ordering an exam to the 
completion of the exam with images.  A variety of 
imaging equipment was also on display. 

The Radiology Department employs approximately 45 
RT’s, schedulers and administrators who perform 
roughly 50,000 procedures annually. The RT’s work with 
some of the most innovative equipment in the medical 
field to help identify pathologies, plan and administer 
treatment and restore patient health.  RT’s specialize in 
Computed Tomography, Interventional Procedures, 
Magnetic Resonance Imaging, Ultrasound, Dexa, and 
General Diagnostic Radiology. The Radiology 
Department continues to increase the services they offer.  
Most recently, a second Digital Radiography Diagnostic 
Room was added to expand the new digital radiography 
capabilities of the department. 

 
Dr. Matt Crowe (left) being served by Keith Bednar (right), Chief, 
Environmental Support Services 
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Magnet Status Update 
Nursing Service has extended a heartfelt thank you to all 
staff and members of the community for their support 
during the recent Magnet site visit.  The three appraisers 
from the Magnet Recognition Program visited the facility on 
November 9th and 10th.  The appraisers had a very busy 
schedule, meeting with the Executive Leadership Planning 
Board, the Quadrad, members from the four nursing 
councils (Executive, Practice, Management, and Quality), 
members from various disciplines and departments, all 
levels of inpatient and outpatient nurses, Human 
Resources, Union representatives, community leaders and 
patients.  At the end of two days, the appraisers learned 
what the staff at the Madison VAH already knew—that it is 
a privilege to work where, on a daily basis, they are able to 
honor our Veterans by providing them with high quality, 
safe, courteous care.   

January 20, 2010, Madison VA received a phone call that 
they are now a Magnet facility.  Congratulations! 

 
“Project SEARCH” One Year Anniversary 
In late November, an open house was held to celebrate the 
one-year anniversary of the Madison VAH’s participation in 
the Project SEARCH Program.  The festivities included 
displays created by the Project SEARCH participants, 
recognition of the program participants and the staff 
liaisons, and refreshments.  News media from the local 
ABC affiliate broadcasted a story about the event on the 
evening news.    

Project SEARCH is an innovative high school transition, job 
training, and employment initiative for students with 
developmental disabilities that started at the Cincinnati 
Children’s Hospital in 1998.  The focus of Project SEARCH 
is to immerse students in the culture of a business by 
providing them with on-site internships. These internships, 
(also referred to as rotations) are designed to teach 
students meaningful job skills that will ultimately lead to 
their employment either at the Project SEARCH business 
or with other employers in the community.  

The Madison VAH began serving as a host business to 
Project SEARCH in the fall of 2008.  Michelle Ritt, a teacher 
provided by the Madison Metropolitan School District, is 
based full-time at the hospital and provides instruction to 
students on a variety of job skills and employability as well 
as job-specific instruction, when needed.  Students are 
currently working in the Medical Library, Mental Health 

Clinic, Materials Management, Anticoagulation Clinic, 
Nutrition & Food Services, and SPD/Central Sterilization.  
Plans are under way to expand into Ambulatory Care, the 
In-Patient & Out-Patient Pharmacy, various Primary Care 
Clinics, and the Emergency Department.  

After only one year, the project has already proven to be a 
great success. Three students have recently been hired by 
the hospital and all students have gained invaluable work 
experience and exhibited significant growth in self-esteem. 

 
Projects Break Ground 
A groundbreaking ceremony was held in early November to 
announce the beginning of two construction projects, the 
Community Living Center and the Mental Health Building.   

 

 
Donta Jordan (third from left), Project SEARCH participant, is 
pictured with staff from the Materials Management Section.  
Donta was recently hired as an employee in Materials 
Management. 

 

 
L to R: Dr. Alan Bridges, Chief of Staff; Victoria Brahm, Acting VISN 
12 Chief Medical Officer; Dr. Christopher Hildebrand, ACOS for 
Ambulatory Care and Chief, Medical Service; Dr. Dean Krahn, Chief, 
Mental Health Service; Deborah Thompson, Director; Richard Brye, 
Veterans Advisory Board member and VFW VAVS representative; and 
William Kloster, Deputy Secretary, Wisconsin Department of Veterans 
Affairs 
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The Community Living Center will include 26 beds and 
operate as a transitional unit for Veterans requiring short 
term rehabilitation, sub-acute medical care, and hospice 
care.  The new Mental Health Building will house mental 
health specialty clinics on the first floor and Primary Care 
administrative offices on the second floor. It is expected that 
the Mental Health Building will be operational by late 2010 
and the Community Living Center by mid-2011. 

 
Milwaukee 
Clement J. Zablocki Museum Visit 
The VA Medical Center in Milwaukee was named in 
honor of Congressman Clement J. Zablocki. 
Congressman Zablocki served in the US House Of 
Representatives from 1949 until his death in 1983. The 
construction of the current VA Medical Center in 
Milwaukee is largely credited to the efforts of Zablocki.  

After his death a model of his Washington DC office was 
created in Milwaukee and eventually that was moved into 
the medical center.   

In October, Milwaukee had some visitors to the hospital; 
these gentlemen all served Congressman Zablocki by 
being part of his congressional staff. Their visit was a 
great opportunity to take a step back in time to recapture 
some of the lore of why Zablocki was so revered in 
Milwaukee and throughout the country. Following are 
some of the stories that were discussed on this visit: 

The construction of the medical center was a payback to 
Congressman Zablocki for helping John F. Kennedy 
carry Wisconsin in the 1960 presidential election. The 
hospital had been on the drawing board for years, but 
Congressman Zablocki’s efforts to get it built were 
recognized. 

The initial plans for the medical center did not include air 
conditioning.  At one of the White House formal events 
Zablocki was dancing and the President cut in. The 
President asked how the hospital was coming along.  
Zablocki answered that air conditioning was not 
approved as part of the construction cost. The President 
sent over an advisor and that dilemma was quickly 
resolved. 

The background on many of the artifacts in the museum 
were explained by the Zablocki staff members, this 

included bills that were signed, gifts from foreign 
dignitaries, and paintings.  

The main message that came through is that all of these 
gentlemen truly enjoyed working with Congressman 
Zablocki.  Their visit to our museum was the highlight of 
their trip to Milwaukee.   

 

The Jam Band-“Live” Music Therapy 

The VA Jam Band is a great example of how a 
therapeutic activity at the VA medical center can grow 
into something truly special. The highlight of this group’s 
work was a performance this past summer at 
Summerfest on Milwaukee’s lakefront with thousands of 
people in attendance. 

From a therapeutic perspective developing the ability to 
work with other musicians is basically just like working in 
group therapy. The natural stages of group formation 
are: forming; storming; norming; performing. Negotiating 
skills are tested; passions run high, give and take is 
essential. Commitment, responsibility, dedication, and 
hard work all come to bear. The Music Therapist is often 
called upon for a variety of roles, from musical to group 
process.  

The Live Music Therapy program also is an ideal way to 
implement the Mental Health Recovery Model.  At times, 
Veterans take responsibility for practicing on their own, 
or setting up the sound for a show when the Music 
Therapist is not available.  They need to be responsible 
for contacting each other about practice times and 

 
Jim Osbourne, Dick Moose, Ivo Spalatin, Jack Sullivan, and 
Paul Swartz. 
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working out differences among themselves. They cannot 
turn to the Music Therapist for many things that may 
have been done for them in the past.  

From a historical 
viewpoint the Jam 
Band grew out of 
an inpatient acute 
mental health 
weekly group. As 
vets moved on to 
other levels of 
treatment and 
care, they were 
interested in 

putting on informal music nights a couple times per year, 
usually around a holiday. These events became known 
as Coffee Houses.  Currently there is a weekly "Jam 
Session" offered at the Milwaukee VAMC where 
Veterans interested in being involved in live music can 
come in and meet and practice with other musicians.  

The Jam Band is a natural feeder program of the annual 
National Veterans Creative Arts Festival, held each year 
in late March/early April. Several national medal winners 
and National Festival invitees have come out of the Jam 
Band/Coffee House program. The National Veterans 
Creative Arts Festival is one of six national Special 
Rehabilitation Events that the Department of Veterans 
Affairs offers on an annual basis. 

North Chicago 

Navy Master-at-Arms and VA Police 
Combine Forces 
 
There is a law enforcement and security presence that 
many people are not aware of – the Security Forces 
Detachment at Naval Health Clinic Great Lakes.  These 
five Master-at-Arms and three general-duty sailors with 
40 years of combined security and law enforcement 
experience are working side-by-side with their civilian 
police counterparts at the North Chicago VA Medical 
Center preparing for the Captain James A. Lovell 
Federal Health Care Center integration in 2010.  

 
The Security Forces will have police authority over 
military members at the Federal Health Care Center 
(FHCC) and perform traditional law enforcement duties 
within that scope, but their real contribution will be in the 
security realm. According to MA1 Robert Baldwin, Naval 
Health Clinic Great Lakes Assistant Security Officer, the 
scope of the FHCC campus will provide a security 
challenge for the Master-at-Arms. “We realize the 
integration hasn’t been done before,” said Baldwin, “So 
we want to make sure all security concerns are 
identified. “We’re talking about a 233-acre, 55-building 
installation which will have a significant uniformed 
military presence,” said Baldwin. “We have to be aware 
of both VA and DoD regulations for physical security and 
anti-terrorism, and work with the VA Police to design and 
implement a security plan that is effective and practical 
for the site. We need to balance the need for security 
with the level of patient care this facility will be handling.”  
 

The first steps were completed in May 2009, as the 
Master-at-Arms and VA Police completed a joint security 
survey and risk analysis of the future Lovell FHCC. 
According to Baldwin, the report was the result of several 
months work by physical security and anti-terrorism 
specialists at both facilities, and serves to point out 
possible security deficiencies and suggested solutions in 
accordance with VA and DoD regulations.  
 
“Today’s Master-at-Arms are security specialists. Their 
jobs involve much more than law enforcement,” said 
Linda Toledo, Naval Health Clinic Great Lakes Security 
Officer. “They are trained physical security and anti-
terrorism professionals.” Toledo noted that working 
directly with the VA Police gave the Master-at-Arms a 
healthy dose of respect for the job they do. “These 
people are professionals,” said Toledo. “They’re a 
serious department who take pride in what they do. I look 
forward to working alongside them. We have much to 
learn from one another.” 
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VA Police K-9 Team Scores Big in Lake 
County 
The North Chicago Veterans Affairs Police Department’s 
K-9 unit spent two days in a quarry pit in Algonquin, 
Illinois, and Aug. 15 testing their individual and combined 
skills in the sixth annual K-9 Olympics Event. 
 
“These events are really important because they create 
every-day activities and scenarios for our K-9 team,” said 
Sgt. William Poirier, North Chicago VA Police K-9 
Handler. “These Olympics games, which were 
sponsored by TOPS Kennel Complex, help sharpen our 
skills.” 
 
Poirier, whose K-9 partner is a sable German Shepherd 
named Drago, noted that 15 teams participated in the 
event. The competition consisted of 25 drills that tested 
the skills, strength and endurance of the team. Plus, it 
refined Drago’s tracking ability, endurance, agility, 
obedience, narcotic detection and tactical readiness.   
 
“Drago did a phenomenal job,” he said. “I was really 
impressed with everything he did, but he was truly 
extraordinary in the obstacles and narcotics-detection 
portions.” 
 
Poirier noted that the competition also included typical 
police scenarios, including shootings, drug searches and 
a driving obstacle course.  Every drill was timed and 
scored.  The final event was a sprint up an 80-foot sand 
hill. K-9s were sometimes directed with hand commands 
and other times with verbal commands.  
 
“That 80-foot hill was just a bear,” said Poirier. “There 
was a flag at the top, and they stopped the clock once 
you grabbed it. But, coming from the swim, the hill 
seemed twice as large when digging into the mud to 
climb it.”Recently, Poirier and Drago were invited to the 
College of Lake County’s High School Technology 
Campus to demonstrate Drago’s abilities to students who 
are considering a career in the criminal justice field.  
They conducted three demonstrations for nearly 125 
students.  After the demonstrations, students were given 
the opportunity to ask questions pertaining to a career as 
a Police K-9 Officer. 

“I really enjoy these types of demonstrations,” Poirier 
said. “It gives us an opportunity to show the community a 

different side of the VA. Most people know about the 
medical care and benefits, but the police opportunities in 
the federal government or VA are often overlooked. 
These demonstrations help complete the picture.” 
 

Communications Department Working  
Side-by-Side 

An historic charter was signed Sept. 8, integrating the 
first department of the Captain James A. Lovell Federal 
Health Care Center.  
 
The Communications Department staff from the Naval 
Health Clinic Great Lakes and the North Chicago VA 
Medical Center integrated September 8, and became the 
first department to fully incorporate Navy, VA and Lovell 
FHCC communication needs.   

“This is not only an honor for us, but truly an exciting 
time to be in the Communications Dept.,” said Mary 
Schindler, Interim Director of Communications. “We’re 
communicating to a wide audience about integration 
that’s never been attempted before. That not only makes 
our task challenging, but forces us to truly understand all 
aspects of our mission.” 

According to Schindler, the integrated department will 
oversee all communications programs for the Naval 
Health Clinic Great Lakes, the North Chicago VA Medical 
Center and the future Captain James A. Lovell Federal 
Health Care Center, including public affairs, strategic 

 
Students from the College of Lake County’s High School Technology 
Campus look on as Sgt. William Poirier and his K-9 partner, Drago, 
demonstrate tactics and skill involved with being a K-9 officer at the 
North Chicago VA Medical Center. 
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planning, marketing, community affairs, voluntary 
services, medical media and printing/reproduction.   

“Like all departments in both facilities, we too have a 
large amount of work and the same questions that 
everyone else has,” she said. “We’re working through 
duty hours, responsibilities and mutual projects. The 
point is that it’s so important that the communicators are 
communicating amongst themselves. It just makes things 
so much smoother.” 
 
She noted that the department is charged with 
establishing, directing and implementing a single, 
comprehensive communication plan that speaks to all 
stakeholders.   
 
“We have a large number of stakeholders in our facilities 
that want to know where we’re headed,” said Schindler. 
“This is not only our military and Veterans, but their 
families, military retirees, political officials, and the 
community, just to name a few.”  Schindler explained 
that their plan includes a variety of communication 
methods, including a joint newsletter, direct mailings, 
Web and social media sites.  
 
Together We Make a Great Team 

Health Care Food Service Week Oct. 5-11.  The theme 
was Health Care Food Service Workers: Together We 
Make a Great Team.  “Our team is proud to serve the 
Veterans at North Chicago VA and plays an important 
role in health care,” said Wanda Parks, Chief, Nutrition 
and Food Services, pictured above left.  Working in 

concert with other health care professionals, these 
individuals provide a variety of patient care services, 
from nutrition instruction to the preparation and delivery 
of appetizing and nutritious meals. We salute Nutrition 
and Food Services personnel -- administrators, dietitians, 
dietary assistants, menu planners, chefs, production 
workers, -- for their professionalism and hard work. 

Integrated Ribbon Cutting 
With less than one year until our historic stand-up as the 
nation’s first Federal Health Care Center, leaders from the 
Department of Veterans Affairs, U.S. Navy, J.J. Henderson 
Construction and Flannery Fire Protection were on hand for 
a ribbon-cutting October 2 to commemorate the completion 
of a $7.3 million  alterations project.  

The alterations project was awarded to Flannery Fire 
Protection (with the supporting partnership of J.J. 
Henderson Construction) in February 2008, and included 
more than 41,000 square-feet of space at the North 
Chicago VA Medical Center. It’s a tremendous pleasure for 
us to partner with J.J. Henderson and Flannery on this 
project,” said CAPT Jake Washington, Naval Facilities 

 
LCDR Joe Boyles, Patrick L. Sullivan, David Henderson, Jerry 
Flannery, CAPT Thomas McGue, CAPT Jake Washington and 
John Raisch. 

 
The Integrated Communications Department includes (L-R) Kenny 
List, Teresa Hawkins, Jonathan Friedman, Mary Schindler, Alice 
Raasch, Mary Bornhoft, Wayne Bolden, Donna Jones, and Mary 
Waterman. 
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Engineering Command Midwest Commanding Officer. 
“This is an immensely-important project that’s concluding 
with a first-of-its-kind integration -- bringing together our two 
federal departments and setting a benchmark, I think, for 
what federal healthcare will be.”  
 

The 10-phase project included working within occupied 
spaces, meaning that it was vital that construction never 
interrupted patient care.  
 
“This was a tremendously-complicated project and we 
didn’t miss a beat in terms of taking care of patients -- and 
that’s exactly what we’re here to do,” said Patrick Sullivan, 
North Chicago VA Medical Center Director. 
Sullivan pointed out that many areas were expanded to 
accommodate state-of-the-art upgrades, including dental 
and radiology. Some of the new technology includes a new 
3-Tesla Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) machine, and 
a 64-slice computer tomography (CT) scanner.  
 
“To put these projects into context, you have to understand 
the integration that’s occurring here between the 
Department of Defense and the VA, and how it’s indicative 
of our 2010 stand up,” said CAPT Thomas McGue, Naval 
Health Clinic Great Lakes Commanding Officer. “This is 
truly a unique effort between our departments.” 

McGue explained that the new ambulatory construction 
alone would only satisfy half of the requirement needed for 
the increase in patient care anticipated when the 
departments integrate in October 2010. This, according to 
McGue, is exactly why the money was spent to renovate, 
expand and improve the existing VA space in North 
Chicago. 
 
Evanston Community Based Outpatient 
Clinic Has a New Home 
Congressional, civic, DoD and U.S. Department of 
Veterans Affairs leaders were on hand October 19, to 
celebrate the opening of the relocated Community Based 
Outpatient Clinic (CBOC) in Evanston, Ill. Representative 
Jan Schakowsky, Illinois 9th Congressional District; 
Evanston Mayor Elizabeth Tisdahl; Dr. Shirley 
Higginbotham, Evanston CBOC Primary Care provider; 
Dr. Jeffrey Murawsky, Network Director; and Patrick L. 
Sullivan, North Chicago VA Medical Center Director  cut 
the ceremonial ribbon. 

 
“This new location improves access, parking and clinical 
exam space for the Veterans we serve,” said Sullivan. 
“Thanks to the concerted effort of many people -- from 
our congressional representatives and VA leadership, to 
our Veteran Service Organizations -- we’re able to bring 
care to the Veterans in their community.” 
 
According to Sullivan, the Evanston CBOC relocated 
from its previous location to increase its capacity and 
better meet the ever-growing needs of our Veteran 
population.  
 
“With an average of 2,000 Veterans seen each year at 
our Evanston CBOC, it’s vital that we’re giving them the 
most robust healthcare that a clinic can offer,” Sullivan 
said. “We continually strive to be the provider-of-choice 
for our Veterans, and the increased capability of this 
CBOC helps us do just that.”   

The new location, at 1942 Dempster Street, provides 
greater space for laboratory services, including blood 
draws and other tests.  Additionally, the clinic provides 
Veterans with primary care, mental health services, 
social work and pharmacy assistance.  

 

 
From left, Dr. Shirley Higginbotham (Evanston CBOC Primary 
Care provider), Dr. Jeffrey Murawsky (Network Director), Patrick 
L. Sullivan (North Chicago VA Medical Center Director), Rep. 
Jan Schakowsky (Illinois 9th Congressional District) and 
Elizabeth Tisdahl (Evanston Mayor) cut a ribbon October 19, to 
celebrate the opening of the relocated Evanston Community 
Based Outpatient Clinic. 
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New Digital Equipment Readies Imaging 
Department 
As the Naval Health Clinic Great Lakes (NHCGL) and 
the North Chicago VA Medical Center (NCVAMC) move 
closer to their October 2010 stand up as the first Federal 
Health Care Center, department integrations and 
equipment acquisitions are becoming more 
commonplace.  
 
One place this is occurring is in the Imaging Department, 
where the Department of Defense (DoD) has purchased 
several pieces of equipment that will bring the 
department in line with becoming completely digitized. 
 
According to Tom Bresciano Imaging Services 
supervisor, the department had equipment in their two 
radiology and fluoroscopy rooms needing replacement 
due to their effective expiration.  He explained that the 
DoD purchased digital equipment for one room, and the 
VA purchased digital equipment for the other.   
“We’ve been moving towards digital radiology for a few 
years now, both nationally and at the VA,” said 
Bresciano. “The digital images produced by this 
equipment are more secure, more manageable, and can 
be easily manipulated to better meet the needs of the 
physician.” 
 

Dr. Piyush Vyaz, Chief of Imaging Services, agreed with 
Bresciano’s comments about the improved quality of 
digital imaging equipment and added that the upgrade 
makes it easier for a doctor to compare multiple 
examines over time. 
 
“The medical center has been moving towards 
completely digital imaging for approximately six years,” 
said Vyas. “This additional equipment not only 
contributes to our previous digitizing efforts, but it also 
allows us to better meet the increased workload 
anticipated with the integration.  Vyaz explained that the 
new state-of-the-art equipment is better for both patients 
and staff.  
 
“The digital equipment produces less radiation for 
patients and provides us with better quality images,” he 
said. “For example, the image quality is enhanced nearly 
60- to 70- percent, which significantly improves our 
diagnostic capabilities and patient care.”  Aside from the 

increase in quality that the new equipment produces, it is 
also more efficient and better for the environment, 
explained Bresciano. He explained that the digital 
imaging equipment produces no byproducts, which is 
different from the original machines.  
 

“The old way of process images meant wet-chemical 
processing and drying, and had some hazardous side 
effects,” said Bresciano. “By digitally capturing and 
storing the image, we are completely eliminating the 
previous processing method and are much more 
environmentally sound.” 
 
In addition to the digital radiology and fluoroscopy room 
equipment, the DoD also purchased digital x-ray 
equipment, digital ultrasound units, digital mammography 
and nuclear medicine cameras. 
 
According to Bresciano, the new digital x-ray equipment 
will allow orthopedic patients to have their follow-up x-
rays taken at the orthopedic clinic instead of at the 
primary imaging department, which is easier for the 
patient and opens more appointments in the Imaging 
Department.   
 

Vyas explained that the Imaging Department currently 
produces approximately 47,000 images a year, and are 
expecting to increase to more than 100,000 imaging 
studies per year following the integration.  

 
Radiology Technicians Nuha Mohammed (far right) and Rich 
Carreon, North Chicago VA Medical Center Imaging 
Department, examine a digital x-ray from the department’s 
new equipment. Digital imaging quality is increased by up to 
70-percent in comparison to previous technology. 
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“Providing medical care to our Veterans has been a 
wonderful experience for us,” said Vyas.  “Now, with our 
Navy partnership, we are ready and excited to extend 
this care to our military, dependants, retirees and 
Veterans.” 
 

Tomah 
Veteran Scores an “Ace” on VA Golf Course 

On a cool, 
breezy 

Saturday, Ron 
Lawrence Jr. 
(pointing in 
blue shirt) 
gauged the 
distance from 

the tee box of Hole #7 (par 3, 166 yards) to the green. 
He and three of his family members were playing in the 
Haiti Mission Fundraising Golf Tournament at the Tomah 
VA’s Veterans Golf Course.   

He reached into his bag, selected a 7 iron and hit the ball 
solid. He knew right away that he hit it good.  The ball 
landed about 18 inches in front of the cup, took one 
bounce and then… “I think that went in,” said an excited 
David Giles, Ron’s nephew and one of his playing 
partners in the Haiti Mission Golf Tournament held at the 
Veterans Golf Course.   

After all four hit, they hustled down the fairway.  David, 
the nephew (pink shirt), was first on the scene.  Indeed, it 
was in and Ron Jr. had just recorded his first hole-in-one.   
You know what else is cool? In addition to his nephew, 
both Ron Jr.’s father, Ron Lawrence Sr. (far right) and 
his son Ron Lawrence III (far left) witnessed this once-in-
a-lifetime achievement.   

To put it in perspective, the odds of making a hole-in-one 
for an average golfer are anywhere from 12,000 to 
45,000 to 1. Jack Nicklaus had 20 holes-in one in his 
career, Gary Player 19 and Arnold Palmer 18.  Michelle 
Wie has 5. John Elway hit a hole in one on his 40th 
birthday. Hall of Fame catcher Carlton Fisk won a Lexus  

 

on the 155-yard, par 3 14th at Las Vegas' TPC in 
Summerlin in the 1998 Robert Gamez Celebrity Classic. 
Fisk used an 8-iron. Three U.S. presidents have 
recorded aces: Dwight Eisenhower, Richard Nixon and 
Gerald Ford. Nixon said his ace, hit with a 5-iron on No. 
2 at Bel Air Country Club in 1961, was "the greatest thrill 
in my life — even better than being elected."   

 
Body Armor…Musculoskeletal Injuries, But 
Often the Difference Between Life and 
Death 
Imagine coming to work tomorrow and being issued 
equipment that you had to carry around all day, every 
day.  Everywhere you went—from sunrise to sunset.  
Even to bed!  Or having to wear that equipment while 
dodging mortars, small arms fire or even an Improvised 
Explosive Device (IED).   

The Interceptor Body Armor (IBA) of the modern warrior 
and additional gear to include kevlar helmet, ammunition, 
protective mask, weapon, side arm and water canteen 
can weigh up to an additional 150 lbs.  In some cases, 
that’s carrying double (or more) a person’s body weight 
every day, everywhere inside a combat zone.   Carrying 
an M-60 machine gun?  Add another 27 lbs.   

As a result, active duty soldiers and newly separated 
Veterans are reporting a variety of musculoskeletal 
injuries ranging knee and shoulder injuries to herniated 
discs.   

All this extra weight has created enormous stress on 
knees, ankles, spine and shoulders.  So much so the 
Army has designed special boots with cushioned soles to 
help relieve some of the stress.   

In addition the IBA pinches on the carotid artery 
increasing the risk of heat stroke—all in an environment 
where the temperature can reach—wait for it—140 
degrees Fahrenheit during the day.   

 
 
 
 

http://fantasygolf.usatoday.com/content/player.asp?sport=GOL&id=73�
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The Wall That Heals Makes a Stop 
On Monday morning, September 14th, the Tomah VA 
Veterans and staff got a pleasant surprise.  Public Affairs 
Officer James Theres received a return phone call from 
the Traveling Wall Manager, Gunnery Sergeant Richard 
“Gunny” Lyons, a retired United States Marine.  Gunny 
said, “We’re traveling right by you guys, I can’t set up the 
entire Wall, we’ve got to get to Bowling Green, but we 

can 
open up 

the 
panels 

of the 
museum 

exhibit 
for a few 

hours.  
Anything for the Veterans.”  And just like that it 
happened.   
At 2:34 PM the next day, Gunny Lyons and Assistant 
Manager, Debbie Fredrickson turned down E. Veterans 
Street, took a left on 4th Street and came to a stop smack 
dab in front of Building 400.  There was a crowd already 
waiting. They didn’t leave until the next day, Wednesday, 
September 16th after an estimated 700 people had paid a 
visit. 
 
VA POW-MIA Ceremony 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guest speaker Kevin Hermening, United States Marine, Tomah 
VA Veteran and Iran hostage during the 1979 takeover of the 
US Embassy in Tehran, Iran lights a candle for those 
Wisconsin soldiers still missing in action with help of American 
Legion Auxilliary representative, Pat Flanders. 

 
The Spirit of Freedom Dining Hall 
In the best spirit of partnership, teamwork and 
cooperation meet the team (Nutrition and Food Service 
Manager Jean Villhauer, Food Service Worker Mary 
Halsey and Tomah Veteran Walter Knox) that gave a 
name and identity to the Tomah VA dining hall. 

 

It started with a naming contest.  Then the Food Service 
staff held a vote. Mary’s submission, “The Spirit of 
Freedom” won.   

With an assist from the Voluntary Services department, 
they then called on the formidable talents of Mr. Knox 
and the “Spirit of Freedom” went from idea to reality and 
a masterpiece was born.   

It’s a beautiful addition to a magnificent dining hall. 

 

 
An unidentified soldier from Fort McCoy, Wisconsin salutes 
after lighting a candle for Wisconsin Veterans still missing in 
action 
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2009 Horses for Heroes Rodeo a Big 
Success 
The Tomah VA held its 3rd Annual Horses for Heroes 
Rodeo in September and it was a great success.   

 

Events included barrel racing, calf-roping and therapeutic 
riding.  Other participants included fainting goats and 
professional bull-rider, Fred Boettcher from Rice Lake, 
Wisconsin.   

The star of the show was mini-horse “Doc Holliday” who, 
along with his handler, Diane Purcelli visited Veterans 
and staff throughout the hospital. 

 

Heroes’ Freedom Run- 2009 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

55 runners and almost as many walkers came out for the 
Tomah VA’s 2nd Annual Heroes Freedom Run, an event 
to welcome home our newest Veterans. Although it was 
a little cold, the rain held off until 11:30. Spirits were high 
and there was fun all around. 

Three Great Outreach Events in October 
 
Wisconsin Veterans Supermarket in Marshfield  

 
Ruth Benzing, Supervisor of Ambulatory Care and 
Processing and Sonja Rogers-Denter, Administrative 
Assistant to HAS Service Line represented the Tomah 

VA at a Veterans Supermarket in Marshfield sponsored 
by the Wisconsin Department of Veterans Affairs 
(WDVA).  Over two hundred Veterans attended.  Not 
pictured: Tomah VA Women’s Veterans Program 
Manager, Clelia Taylor.  Several other organizations 
attended to include: the WDVA, Vet Centers and Tri-
Care. 

Get Fit For Life Night 
 
Over 70 people showed up to hear Dr. Neil Binkley’s 
presentation on the benefits of Vitamin D.  Earlier in the 
day, Dr. Binkley conducted a Medical Grand Rounds in 
which over 60 staff attended.  Other topics that night 
included short presentations by Phyllis Goetz, Tomah VA 
Librarian “My HealtheVet” and Faye Moseley-Rezin, 
Dietitian “Diabetes.” 

Veterans, Friends & Family Seasonal Flu Shot Clinic 

Little did Tomah VA’s Nancy Bauer, NP, know when she 
wrote a public health grant for a seasonal flu shot outreach 
clinic that she hit the jackpot. The flu was a hot topic in 
2009, so when Nancy and the preventive medicine staff, 
with an assist from the Monroe County Health Department, 
built it on October 20th and the 27th, boy did they comes.    

They gave out 268 flu shots over a total six hour time span 
encompassing both days.  That’s 45 flu shots per hour.  
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There were two more clinics-one in Wausau on November 
5th and 6th and one in Loyal on November 13th. 

 
Outpatient Pharmacy Ribbon Cutting 
VISN 12 Network Director, Dr. Jeffrey A. Murawsky, cuts 
the ribbon officially opening the Tomah VA’s new 
outpatient pharmacy.  Inpatient Pharmacy Coordinator, 
Kari Johnson and Supervisory Support Program Analyst, 
Susan Robinson provide ribbon cutting support.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Carnation Sale Huge Success 
Once again, thanks to the generous support of so many 
employees, volunteers and Veterans, the 2010 Carnation 

Appreciation Sale 
was a grand 
success!  The sale 
rose over $1700, 
half of which 
earmarked for the 
2010 National 
Veterans Creative 

Arts Festival.   

 

A dozen volunteers worked their magic to sort over 2650 
carnations into individual “made to order” bouquets and 
have them delivered medical center-wide, completing the 
job in about four hours. 

 
An All-American Christmas 
The medical center and the Tomah Area Community 
Theatre’s Cultural Arts Center (ACT) hosted “An All-
American Christmas—A Christmas Festival of Talent by 
Veterans” on two consecutive Thursdays, December 10 
and December 17 at the ACT’s Cultural Arts Center,  

 

Master of ceremonies and 2008 Gold Medal Winner Joe Lamb 

The Christmas show featured the performances of 
previous National Veterans Creative Arts Festival 
(NVCAF) gold medal winners-Steve Hensley, Joe Lamb 
and Maureen Howell.  

The “All-American Christmas Show” was the second 
collaboration between the Tomah VA and the Area 
Community Theatre and helped to promote the NVCAF 
which the Tomah VA will host next year in La Crosse 
from October 18-24, 2010.   

Facility manager for the ACT’s Cultural Arts Center, Lynn 
Clark, continues to look for ways to expand programming 
at the Theatre and add diversity to the events provided 
for the community.  “We are particularly excited about 
partnering with the VA for this show,” said Clark. 
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Veterans Day Celebrations 
and Ceremonies 
Marine Corps Birthday Celebration at the 
Blind Center Hines VAH 
The Hines Blind Rehabilitation Center celebrated the 

234th birthday of the 
U.S. Marine Corps 
on Tuesday 
November 10th with 
the inpatients and 
staff of the Blind 

Rehabilitation 
Center with a 
ceremonial cake 

cutting by the ‘oldest’ and ‘youngest’ former Marine 
currently in house.  (Although the Marine Corps motto 
indicates ‘there is no such thing as an-ex-marine). 

 

Traditionally–Marines pause to observe the birthday by 
sharing a cake and usually, a holiday meal. A sword is 

used to cut the cake as a reminder that they are a band 
of warriors, committed to carrying the sword, so that our 
nation may live in peace.  

 

The first piece of cake is presented to the Guest of 
Honor.  The second piece is presented to the oldest 
Marine in the command, signifying the honor and respect 
accorded to experience and seniority. Symbolically, the 
eldest Marine present passes a piece of cake to the 

youngest Marine present, just as for years our 
experienced Marines have nurtured and led young 
Marines that will fill our ranks and renew our Corps.  The 
patients were pleased that the Blind Center was taking 
time to acknowledge this Marine Corps milestone.  

 
Point Man Ministries Showcases Military 
Memorabilia Display 
A mobile display of military artifacts of over 1,000 items 
covering the Civil War to the present, including uniforms, 
munitions, 
photographs, 
medals, books and 
a variety of 
miscellaneous 
military mementos 
was brought to the 
Oscar G. Johnson 
VA Medical Center 
in honor of 
Veterans Day.  It was in Iron Mountain for two days and 
the response was overwhelming as approximately 250 
staff, Veterans 
and local citizens 
visited the 
display.     

This display has 
been shown in 
five states in 
schools, fairs, 
motorcycle rallies, 
Harley Davidson 
dealerships, city civic centers, church’s and veterans 
organizations.  Through this display, history is taught, 
patriotism is promoted, outreach for Veterans is 
provided, and more importantly, this forum is an 
opportunity for Veterans to connect with others and 
share their personal military experiences. 

Point Man Ministries is a congressionally chartered 
Veteran’s organization with outposts throughout the 
world; it was formed to provide Veterans and their 
families outreach for those who have been traumatized 
by war related experiences. The members of the group 
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that were present at this event were inspiring and took a 
personal interest in those Veterans who wanted to share 
their personal military experiences. 

 
World War II Veteran Finally Receives Medal 
Congressman Mark Steven Kirk kicked off Veterans Day 
festivities at Jesse Brown VAMC with a public ceremony 
to present a long-overdue Distinguished Service Cross 
medal to World War II veteran Clifford LaBelle.  

La Belle, a former Army machine gunner, had earned the 
medal on January 1, 1945, for extraordinary acts of 
heroism during the Battle of the Bulge. He fought from an 
exposed position for eight hours to hold off an assault,  

Congressman Mark Steven Kirk pins a long-overdue Distinguished 

Service Cross medal on World War II veteran Clifford LaBelle 

covered the withdrawal of a surrounded platoon and held 
off attackers long enough for his battalion to form a new 
holding line before he was taken prisoner. Friendly 
forces subsequently freed LaBelle. Although he had 
earned the medal for his service, he never received it. 

First Hand Accounts Told by Former 
Prisoners of War 
Former Prisoners of War from various U.S. conflicts gathered 
at the North Chicago VA Medical Center Sept. 8 to honor 
and remember fallen comrades during their annual 
POW/MIA ceremony.  
 
The annual ceremony included a color-guard presentation, 
traditional ceremonies, and speakers presenting their first-
hand accounts. It’s presented each September at the 
medical center. 
 

“This event was different than previous POW/MIA 
ceremonies,” said John Stoffle, former World War II POW 
and event speaker. “Most depict the difficulties and suffering 
of these wars, but the events I described depicted the 
differences between pacific-area and European POWs.” 
 
Stoffle was captured in 1945, southwest of Berlin, Germany.  
He noted that this was towards the end of the war, when 
most Germans realized the war was winding down.  
 
“I think of death marches and poor camp conditions, when I 
think of the war in the pacific,” said Stoffle. “My experience 
was much different, in that my captors were more concerned 
with the war’s end and possible retribution.” 
 
Dick Kutz, a volunteer with the North Chicago VA Medical 
Center and Navy veteran, conducted the traditional 
POW/MIA ceremony remembrance prayer, which includes a 
table-set for the five branches of military service.  
 
“Both of my sons served in Vietnam,” said Kutz. “When they 
returned home safely, I was so thankful for their safe return, I 
felt that honoring POWs in this way was a method for me to 
give a little back.” 
Kutz has been conducting the ceremony throughout Illinois 
for the past 20 years.  
 
“These events are so important because we owe it to our 
POWs that came home,” he said. “I still believe there are 
POWs on foreign soil today, and it’s important to keep their 
memories alive.”  
 
The Department of Veterans Affairs offers special services 
for former eligible POWs.  More information can be found at 
the VA’s Web site:   
www.va.gov/healtheligibility/eligibility/POW.asp. 
 
Medical Center Tradition Honors Past and 
Present Military Members 
In what has become a tradition at the North Chicago VA 
Medical Center, military Veterans, active duty members and 
civilians came together Nov. 9 to celebrate Veteran’s Day 
and the Marine Corps’ birthday. 

“As we come together today to thank our Veterans and 
celebrate with the Marine Corps, I am reminded of the 
similarity of these two events,” said Patrick Sullivan, North 
Chicago VA Medical Center Director. “Both Marines and  
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Veterans are everyday people -- friends, neighbors, relatives 
and colleagues -- who have served, and are serving, our 
nation in extraordinary ways.”    

The ceremony, in its fifth year of combined celebration at the 
medical center, began with a presentation of colors (flags), 
Pledge of Allegiance and invocation from the Marine Corps 
League’s Lake County Detachment 801. This was followed by 
comments from Mr. Sullivan and Marine Corps League’s Lake 
County Detachment 801 Commandant Russ Dusak.  

“We really enjoy doing these ceremonies,” said Dusak. “It is so 
important for us to honor those who served, to remind them 
that they are not forgotten.” 

The celebration of the Marine Corps’ 234th birthday was then 
opened by guest speaker Col. David Yeager, Marine Air 
Control Group 48 commander, and highlighted by the 
traditional cake cutting with the youngest and oldest Marines at 
the event.  

Marines from the Marine Air Control Group 48 present the ceremonial cake in 
honor of the Marine Corps 234th birthday. The cake was part of a combined 
Veterans Day and Marine Corps birthday celebration held Nov. 10 at the North 
Chicago VA Medical Center 

“It’s a great honor to be entrusted with representing the Marine 
Corps on its birthday,” said 19-year-old Lance Corporal Hector 
Galvan, the youngest Marine at the event. The thoughts were 
echoed by Gordon Jehl, the oldest Marine at the event. “I 
really never thought I’d be doing this,” said Jehl, who fought in 
both Guam and Iwo Jima. “I’m just so glad to be here.” 

Although not planned for the event, both Jehl and Galvan 
realized while speaking before the ceremony that they both 
graduated from the same Chicago high school: One in 1942 
and the other in 2008. Two Marines, two different wars, two 
unique generations, and one brotherhood.  
 

 

Hall of Heroes Ceremony 
On November 10, 2009, over 150 people attended the 
Tomah VA’s annual Veterans Day ceremony in the VA 
Chapel.  Two Tomah WWII Veterans, Steve Pappas and 
Robert Witzig, were inducted into the Tomah VA “Hall of 
Heroes” during the ceremony.   

Mr. Pappas is a D-Day Veteran (June 6, 1944) and a 
former German POW.  D-Day was also his 19th birthday.   

Colonel Michael Todd, Commander, 181st Infantry Brigade, Fort McCoy 

presents Tomah VA Veteran Steve Pappas with his induction certificate 

while daughters Rosie and Junie and granddaughter Sandra look on 

Mr. Witzig is a survivor of the USS Indianapolis-the ship 
that delivered the first atomic bomb to the island of Tinian in 
July 1945.  The ship was sunk and 900 crew members 
were thrown into the sea.  They spent five days in the 
ocean surrounded by sharks and suffered dementia and 
severe dehydration.  Only 317 survived.  The USS 
Indianapolis was 
the ship of state for 
President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt and 
the flagship of 
Admiral Ray 
Spruance.   

Mr. Witzig is the 
first US Navy 
Veteran inducted 
into the Tomah VA 
“Hall of Heroes.” 

 

 
Captain William Radomski, Commander 
and Professor of Naval Science at 
Marquette University presents US Navy 
Veteran Robert Witzig with his induction 
certificate 
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Annual Combined Federal 
Campaign 
Employees at Our VA Medical Centers Dig 
Deep for Their Favorite Charitable 
Organizations  

The Combined Federal Campaign (CFC) is an annual 
workplace appeal for federal employees and is the only 
authorized solicitation of federal employees in their 
workplace on behalf of approved charitable 
organizations.   

Over the past three 
years, Jesse Brown 
VA Medical Center 
has focused efforts 
on raising employee 
contributions to the 
annual Combined 
Federal Campaign. 
These efforts have 
been very 

successful – donations by JBVAMC have improved by 30 
percent over each of the past three years and the medical 
center’s 2008 donation of $161,000 was among the largest 
of all federal agencies in Chicago.  This year should be no 
different; JBVAMC rose over $84,000 within the first two 
weeks of the campaign and expects to smash through its 
goal again. 

The Clement J. Zablocki VAMC has served as the lead 
federal agency in running the Greater Wisconsin Combined 
Federal Campaign in 2008 and 2009. Under the watchful 

eye of 
Campaign 
Chair Mr. 
Robert Beller, 
the 2008 
campaign 
raised a 
record 
$941,000 to 
support local, 

national and international charities. The Zablocki VAMC 
was a big part of that success, raising $143,000 in 2008 
and they are on pace to pass that amount in 2009. 

The employees at the Zablocki VAMC understand the 
campaign means a great deal more than the money 
raised. The important idea is reaching out to care about 
our neighbors, especially in these tough economic times. 
Our VAMC employees demonstrate that the federal 
employees are a positive force in the community.  

 
The Wisconsin Paralyzed Veterans Chapter takes part in the CFC 
Kickoff at Zablocki VAMC 
 

The Madison VAH sponsored a variety of unique activities 
this year to enhance awareness and support for this 
important annual effort. The annual kick-off event was only 
one of the fun events sponsored by the CFC Committee, 
including having Mr. CFC on hand to accept donation forms.   

Representatives from various community organizations had 
displays set up and were available for questions.  Items that 
had been donated for CFC Bay were available for viewing 
prior to the start of CFC Bay.  CFC Bay is a twist on the well-
known on-line auction site and allows staff to bid on the items 
that are up for auction.  The Harvest Festival Decoration 
Contest was held in late October.   

L to R: Judges Almeda Williams, Allen Ackers, Jonathan Bucy, and 

Wade Ebersole enjoy their duties at the Chili Cook Off 
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The annual Chili Cook Off held in early December was a 
tremendous hit, selling out early.  An ice cream social 
was conducted at the nearby VA North Central 
Consolidated Patient Account Center.  These events 
alone raised nearly $600.  

The North Chicago VAMC staff held a costume contest 
that featured the “scariest,” “funniest,” and “best overall.”   

Employees were treated to eyeballs on a fork and grilled 
bat wings.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
Awards and Recognition 
Hines Noteworthy Employees 
Accomplishments  
Researcher Avinash Patwardhan, PhD, was recently 
awarded the National 2009 Henry Farfan Award.  This 
award recognizes outstanding contributions in spine-
related basic spine research.   Dr. Patwardhan is a well-
known researcher, innovator and leader in the North 
American Spine Society.  “His revolutionary follower load 
technique for the testing of cadaveric multi-segment 
spine specimens is being incorporated increasingly 
world-wide.  He is an outstanding and honest 
investigator and ‘classic' of spine biomechanics!” 

 

Dr. Raymond Joehl, Chief of Surgery at Hines, was 
recently named the President of 
the Chicago Surgical Society.  
The Chicago Surgical Society is 
an organization committed to 
cultivating and improving the 
science and art of surgery and to 
promoting education within the 
medical profession. It has 
provided and continues to provide 

a professional and social forum for the mutual exchange 
of ideas, criticisms and amenities among Chicago 
surgeons.  

The Society was founded more than 100 years ago and 
Hines VA Hospital staff has traditionally played a key role 
in the Society, which includes prominent surgeons from 
throughout the Chicagoland area.   

Four former Chiefs of Surgery at Hines VA served as 
past presidents of the Chicago Surgical Society.   Dr. 
Charles Puestow, who was Chief of Surgery at Hines 
from 1947-1972, served as president of the society from 
1957-58.  Dr. Herbert Greenlee, Chief of Surgery at 
Hines from 1972-1990, served as president of the 
society from 1980-1981.  Dr. Frank Folk, who was the 

 Chief of Surgery at Hines from 1995-1996, served as 
president of the society from 1989-1990.  Finally, Dr. 
Gerard Aranha, a 35-year Hines employee who is 
currently Chief of the Hines General Surgery Section, 
was president of the society from 2005-2006.    

“I am honored and humbled to be elected President of 
the Chicago Surgical Society in its 110th year,” said Dr. 
Joehl.  “Hines has a rich history of strong participation 
and leadership to this organization.  I plan to do my very 
best to preserve the traditions that have served us well 
and that will add value to Society members.  I feel 
especially privileged to serve as president in a year that 
marks continuing change as national leaders’ debate and 
formulate health care reform.”  Dr. Joehl has been Chief 
of Surgery at Hines since 2004. 

 
Governor’s Award for Sustainability 
In just one year’s time, Jesse Brown VA Medical 
Center: 

• Recycles 170 tons of cardboard and paper, 
which saves almost 6,000 trees 

• Saves over 1.4 million KWh of electrical energy 

• Saves almost 2.5 million gallons of water 

• Keeps over 200,000 pounds of pollutants from 
entering the atmosphere 
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• Avoids sending over 1,000 cubic yards of waste 
to a landfill 

• Recycles over 60,000 gallons of food grease 

The medical center’s recycling efforts were formally 
recognized on October 28 as Jesse Brown VAMC was 
presented with the 2009 Governor’s Sustainability Award 
for significant achievements in protecting the environment, 
helping sustain the future and improving the economy.  

The opening of the medical center’s inpatient bed tower in 
2008 also added to the medical center’s reputation as one 
of the “greenest” in the nation.  The addition is 
environmentally friendly and utilizes recycled materials for 
woodwork and flooring, thermal windows for temperature 
control, sky lights and a southern exposure to take 
advantage of ultra violet light and a green roof that controls 
storm water runoff, reduces urban heat island effects and 
returns oxygen to the atmosphere.  

For the last four years, JBVAMC has also hosted an annual 
Green Environmental Management System (GEMS)/Earth 
Fair program to display environmentally friendly products 
and innovations specifically designed for healthcare. The 
fair also helps to raise awareness among staff and veterans 
about environmental issues and provides information about 
training and career opportunities in the “Green Economy.”  
Representatives from over 30 companies, colleges and 
government agencies participated in the 2009 fair.  

Concurrent with the fair, members of the Veterans Strike 
Force and Vet-Net service organizations partnered with the 
medical center to support the Cell Phones for Soldiers 
organization.  

Over 500 cell phones were donated for recycling or 
reconstituting to provide military personnel stationed in Iraq 
and Afghanistan with the means to communicate with loved 
ones and family back home. 

 
Dale Elected to State Office 
Barbara Dale, Coordinator of the Madison VAH Nutrition 
Support Team, has become the President of the 
Wisconsin Chapter of the American Society for 
Parenteral and Enteral Nutrition. This nonprofit, 
multidisciplinary group of physicians, dietitians, 
pharmacists and nurses are involved in the provision of 
appropriate nutritional therapy to patients.  She helps 
advance the science and practice of nutrition support 
therapy. 

 
Patient Safety Award 
The Madison VAH is the recipient of the Bronze 
National Center for Patient Safety (NCPS) Cornerstone 
Award for FY 2009.  This represents a great deal of work 
and consistent effort on the part of the facility Patient 
Safety/Performance Improvement Team to reach this 
goal.  The Annual Root Cause Analysis (RCA) 
Cornerstone Recognition program was implemented to 
measure each VA facility against the same standard 
criteria, and recognizes facilities according to applied 
levels of achievement.  

 
Stevenson Honored 
Karen Stevenson, Pain Management Coordinator at the 
Madison VAH, has received a Distinguished Service 
Award from the Alliance of State Pain Initiatives (ASPI) 
to honor her contributions to the State of Wisconsin Pain 
Initiative Movement.  Karen’s achievements have 
benefited countless patients and professionals, and truly 
advanced the cause of improving pain management 
nationwide. 

 
 

Derrick Morrison (from left), Industrial Hygiene Manager 
and GEMS Coordinator for Jesse Brown VAMC, 
accepted the 2009 Governor’s Sustainability Award on 
behalf of the medical center from Kate Tomford, Director 
of Sustainability for the Office of Governor Pat Quinn, 
and John Marlin, Acting Director of the Illinois 
Sustainable Technology Center  
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Murray Family Honored by Green Bay 
Packers 
Three Madison VAH employees, along with the rest of 
their family, were honored at the half-time festivities of 
the Monday night Green Bay Packers football game on 
December 7th.  A total of four families with generations 
of military service in the Wisconsin Army and Air National 
Guard were center stage for Military Appreciation Night 
at Lambeau Field. 

The patriarch of the Murray family, David, is the nurse 
manager on Unit 7B at the Madison VAH.  A lieutenant 
colonel in the Air Guard, he is presently on his second 

deployment.  He served in Afghanistan in 2007 and is 
nearing the end of his six month tour in Iraq where he 
serves in the Air Force Theatre Hospital, Joint Base 
Balad.  The family matriarch, Theresa, keeps the home 
fires burning. 

The couple’s four daughters, Jennifer, Kelly, and twins 
Jamie and Julie, are all veterans who have served 
overseas in a theatre of war.  Kelly Murray McMeans, an 
ICU nurse at the Madison VAH, was an administrative 
specialist in Kuwait from December 2003 to December 
2005.  Julie Murray works at the Madison Vet Center and 
is working toward a social work degree.  She served as 
an armament specialist in the Persian Gulf in Qatar and 
in Balad, Iraq, in 2005.  Jennifer Murray Alston served as 
an Army MP and was deployed to Kosovo during the war 
there.  She is completing her education to be an 
occupational therapy assistant.   Jamie Murray served as 
an assets specialist in Kyrgyzstan, which borders 
Afghanistan, as well as serving in Qatar in 2006.  She is 
working toward a nursing degree. 

One of the very special surprise highlights of the evening 
was for the family to see and hear David on the large 
projection screen as part of the festivities.  
Published in Annuals of Neurology 
Dr. Douglas Lanska, Staff Neurologist at the Tomah VA 
Medical Center recently published Historical Perspective: 
Neurological Advances from Studies of War Injuries and 
Illnesses

Approximately one year ago, Dr. Lanska gave the invited 
keynote address at the 133rd Annual Meeting of the 
American Neurological Association in Salt Lake City, 
Utah on September 22, 2008.  His lecture was entitled 
"Historical perspective: neurological insights through 
studies of war injuries" for the "Presidential Symposium: 
Neurological injuries caused by war: what have we 
learned from Iraq and Afghanistan?"   

 in the October 2009 issue of Annals of 
Neurology, Volume 66, No 4.  

Dr. Lanska spoke on the progress in diagnosis and 
management of peripheral nerve, brain, and spinal cord 
injuries; neurological vitamin deficiency disorders in 
soldiers and prisoners of war; and developments in 
neurological rehabilitation.  Based on his presentation, 
he was invited to write a review of neurological injuries 
caused by war for the Annals of Neurology, the first such 
invitation since the historical review in that journal by 
Nobel laureate Stanley Prusiner in 2004.  

 
VA Provider Recipient of Clinical Excellence 
Award 

Dr. Mark 
McConnell, voted 
on by his peers, the 
Clinical Excellence 
Award Winner 
embodies the 
following 
characteristics: 
Best Care Possible, 
Service,  

Dr. Mark McConnell (left) is presented his award from Chief of Staff Dr. 

David Houlihan 
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Veteran Satisfaction, Innovation, Efficiency, Forward 
Movement of Mission, Compliance with Bylaws, 
Excellent Interaction with Staff, Professionalism and 
Medical Education.  Said Dr. McConnell upon receipt of 
the award, “I tell my children, I’m thankful to have this 
job!” 

 

Mark Your Calendar! 
Tomah VA Accepts Baton for 2010 National 
Veterans Creative Arts Festival (NVCAF) 

Medical Center Director Jerald D. Molnar accepts the 
baton “a stick cowboy” from the Medical Center Director 
of the South Texas Veterans Healthcare System Marie 
Weldon.  Also pictured: (far left) 2010 Host Site 
Coordinator for the Tomah VA, Jean Calhoun, 2009 Host 
Site Coordinator Linda Zaiontz and Administrative 
Assistant to the Host Site Coordinator, Glenda Strong. 

The Tomah VA will host the NVCAF in La Crosse, 
Wisconsin from October 18-25, 2010. 
 

Gone But Not Forgotten 
He didn’t have 
to do what he 
did.  But then 
again, talk to 
people who 
knew him best, 
and they’ll tell 
you that for 
Russell Seager, 
there was no 
other way. 

 
 

And that’s what made him such a special person, and 
made his death that much harder to take.  It was also a 
stark reminder of the dangers soldiers face on a daily basis 
in the War on Terrorism.   
 
Seager, 51, a nurse practitioner at the Clement J. Zablocki 
Medical Center who specialized in mental health treatment, 
was one of 13 soldiers killed Nov. 5 at Fort Hood, Texas, 
after Maj. Nidal Hassan allegedly went on a shooting spree. 
 
Seager arrived at the post hours earlier en route to 
Afghanistan where he would be on the front lines to 
immediately help those soldiers with mental health issues,  
instead of waiting until they got back home.  He had only 
joined the Army Reserves four years earlier and pushed 
hard to get put on the deployment, even when his 
coworkers would have preferred he didn’t.  
 
“Russ, why do you need to go?” asked his friend and 
colleague, Jennifer Hauger, who worked in the primary care 
clinic with him. 
 
“I need to do this,” he told her. “I need to help them.” 
 
Seager told his friends he was inspired to join the military 
after 9/11, and signed up four years ago. While he was a 
teacher at Bryant and Stratton College, he interviewed for a 
new position at the medical center that would incorporate 
mental health treatment within the primary care clinic. 
 
“For some soldiers, they’re afraid to go to mental health 
because of the stigma, so we wanted to have a total 
approach to help them,” said Jim Bode, the primary care 
program manager who interviewed and hired Seager. 
 
“I think he just loved to take care of vets. It was a passion of 
his. That’s why he joined the Army in his mid-40s. He 
wanted to do this. He needed to do this,” Bode said. “We 
could tell when we interviewed him that he was really 
compassionate and really cared. He called on his patients, 
scheduled his patients. He didn’t like just giving that to other 
people to do. He really built a relationship with them. It’s 
going to take a long time to find someone like him.” 
 
Although he believed he could best serve the soldiers on 
the front lines, it was tough for him to leave. 
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“He was very worried about his patients here and wanted to 
make sure they were taken care of, and he wanted to make 
sure his position would be here when he came back,” Bode 
said. 
 
The Rev. Norm Oswald, the chief chaplain at the medical 
center, said his patients also knew they had someone 
special in Seager. 
 
“One of his patients told me that Russ wasn’t afraid to come 
into the darkness with him, and he stayed there until there 
was light,” Oswald said. “To Russ, these were not patients. 
They were human beings with needs. They were not 
customers. He rebelled against that word. They were fellow 
humans and he wanted to help them. 
 
 “It was really a gift that he would connect on their level,” 
Oswald said. 
 
Sue Lemcke, a nurse who worked in the office next to 
Seager, said he took each case personally.   
 
“I remember he was treating a young man and I could tell 
by the tone of his voice that when he said ‘Goodbye’ he 
was really affected,” she said. “He told me because the 
man was close to his son’s age, and he felt that 
connection.” 
 

Hauger said Seager fit right in with the rest of the primary 
clinic and the bubbly personalities, and she felt a special 
connection because of his spirituality. 
 
“He had a statue of Martin Luther on his monitor, and told 
me he almost became a priest,” she said. “We had a lot of 
very deep conversations, and I gave him some CDs to 
listen to. His favorite was a Christmas CD that he kept 
playing over and over. His favorite song was ‘Oh Holy 
Night,’ and he loved the line ‘fall on your knees’ because he 
said that summed up Christmas to him. That’s who Russ 
was.” 
 
There are still little things to remind of his presence. His 
coworkers are wearing red ribbons with gold stars on their 
lapels, in honor of his service. 
 
Lemcke, along with fellow nurse Laurie Lange, can’t help 
but smile as they talk about the last gift Seager gave them 
before he left – a peace lily plant in a glass that reads: 
“HOOAH! It’s an Army thing.” 
 
“He made us promise that we would take care of it while he 
was gone,” Lange smiled, as she blinked back a tear. 
“Even though it was in pretty bad shape,” Lemcke added. 
“So we pulled off the dead leaves and we fertilized it, and 
brought it back. New leaves are budding on it right now. 
We want to give it to his family, because, for us, that 
symbolizes that Russ is still here.”  
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