Death on a Sunday

Editors note: This article ran in the March 24 edition of the Fairchild Connection.  A request was made by A1C Scott Duncan of Airmen Against Drunk Driving that this article be run for this coming four-day weekend because he “ would rather pick someone up than attend a funeral next week.”  AADD’s number is 247-9999.

By CMSgt. Johnny Wilford

Command Chief Master Sergeant

Nine years ago, March 1991, I was a first sergeant assigned to a medical group overseas.  My family and I were cooking out and enjoying our time together.

As we sat down to eat, my beeper went off.  I looked at the number and immediately recognized it as the law enforcement desk.  The security policeman said, “ Sergeant Wilford, we just got notified there has been a wreck off-base involving one of your squadron members.  The witnesses said there are injuries.”  I told my wife I had to go; one of my troops had been in an accident.

The location of the accident was about 20 minutes off base, so I had time to think on the way to the scene.  

I recall praying that my troop wasn’t hurt too badly.  I knew the location of the accident that the security policeman had given was known for dangerous cures and steep hills.  I also found myself trying to recall everything I knew about the NCO involved in this wreck.

John was a staff-sergeant, recently divorced, with two little girls.  He loved sports, and we played together on our squadron softball team.  In fact, every Monday he would stop by to discuss our previous week’s games.

As I got close to the scene, I could see emergency lights flashing and policeman trying to keep the vehicles moving.  A small crowd had gathered beside the road on a curve.  I parked and ran to the crowd yelling, “ Where is he?”  No one said anything, they just pointed down the hill.

As I turned to head down the hill, I recognized two of our airmen from the medical group standing by one of our ambulances at the scene.  One of them said,” It’s John and it’s bad!”  Those words echoed in my mind as I stumbled down the hill.

About 200 feet down, I found John’s car wedged up against a tree.  I held my breath and looked inside.

John wasn’t there; he was thrown from the vehicle.  I looked further down the hill, and I could see flashlights and hear voices.  “God, let one of those voices be John’s,” I whispered.

I stumbled down to where the flashlights were, and I could see two figures against the rocks.  I could make out one person kneeling beside someone lying in the fetal position on the rocks.  I recognized the voice.

“Doc, is that you?”  I asked and he responded, “Shirt, John’s dead.”  I don’t know why, but I leaned over John and started yelling at him, “John why did you do this?”  Then I sat on a rock beside John and cried as I waited on our medics to get the equipment into the ravine to get his body out.  

It took us a couple of hours to get John out of that ravine.  We had to carefully guide the emergency basket as it went up the hill to keep it straight.  Around that basket that night were myself, the section commander, the doctor, two medics and an OSI agent from the base.  All of us knew John, and it would take a long time to come to grips with that night.

Once John was loaded in the ambulance, I followed it to the hospital.  During the long ride, I started making mental notes of people I needed to notify.

After arriving at the hospital, I was asked t go into John’s room three times: when the doctor officially declared John deceased; when the chaplain went in for prayers and when the squadron commander came by to pay his respects.  The third time, I didn’t recognize John anymore.

As I pulled back into my driveway, I tried to collect myself before I walked into the house.

I opened the door, and my wife ran to me with a shocked look on her face, asking what happened.  I didn’t realize that my shirt was covered in John’s blood from getting him out of the ravine.

Why did this happen to John?  The bottom line is John decided to drink and drive.

Investigation revealed that he had been at a beach party all afternoon drinking and then decided to drive.  Some friends offered him a ride, but he assured them he was fine.  The autopsy revealed that John’s blood alcohol was .21, twice the legal limit.

That night and the weeks that followed were some of the saddest times of my military career.  Our squadron was torn apart as John was loved by everyone.  I found myself trying to be strong for the squadron, while hurting so badly inside.

Without doubt, the hardest thing I have ever had to do was write the condolence letters to his little girls telling them about their father.  His memorial service was attended by everyone on our base, and the healing process began slowly.

It’s taken me a long time to put this tragedy on paper, but I know SSgt. John Keller would want me to.

Our messages need to be loud and clear… Don’t Drink and Drive!  Call Airmen Against Drunk Driving, call a friend, call a supervisor or call a taxi.  Life is too precious, and its not just you that gets hurt, it’s also your family and friends who care about you.  

Finally, if you see people drinking and they insist they can still drive, don’t listen to them.  Take care of our teammates by taking their keys- you may be saving their lives.

