Meet Jenny Hutcheson

By TIM BARELA

She’s a 4-year-old bundle of energy and her parents’ pride and joy. But there was a time when things looked bleak for this youngster. She accidentally drank poisonous lamp oil and barely survived the devastating affects. This is her story.


Virginia Hutcheson was the miracle baby. Doctors had told her father, Robert, that he could never have children. For someone who dreamed of being a dad like some kids dream of being an all-star pro quarterback, the news was devastating. But over the years, he had come to accept his fate. Then in the spring of 1995, his wife, Glenda, announced she was pregnant.

“I was shocked! But it was the most pleasant surprise of my life,” said Robert, grinning from ear to ear. A staff sergeant with the 76th Communications Squadron at Kelly Air Force Base, Texas, Robert didn’t need the sophisticated communications gear he worked with to announce his feelings — his beaming face spoke volumes.


But miracles don’t come easy.

The pregnancy proved a difficult one for Glenda. And when her blood pressure and toxemia levels rose dangerously high, doctors at Air Education and Training Command’s Wilford Hall Medical Center in San Antonio were forced to induce labor. Virginia, who would never be known for her patience, was born Feb. 19, 1996, four weeks ahead of schedule. She weighed an even five pounds, about the size of a small sack of sugar and just as sweet.


The next year and a half turned into virtual bliss for Robert and Glenda. Virginia, or Jenny as they chose to call her, became more precious than they could have imagined. With silky soft blond hair and her father’s piercing blue eyes, she had her family wrapped around her tiny fingers in no time. Even her two siblings (Glenda’s from a previous marriage) coddled their little sister.


“Her older brother and sister treated her more like grandparents treat their grandkids. They spoiled her rotten,” Glenda said.


But miracles don’t come easy.

When Jenny was 17 months old, Robert had just come home from work. Glenda was just heading off to her job, so they met each other coming and going. Robert gave Jenny a squeeze that made a bear hug look wimpy. She giggled and said, “Hi daddy.” Then he put her down and stepped into the restroom to change out of his uniform. Over the years, he had mastered this process in nearly Clark Kent-to-Superman time. In less than three minutes, he popped out of the bathroom in his civvies.


Then horror.


Jenny stood there with a decorative oil lamp that the Hutchesons had kept in their bedroom for years. She was trying to put it back on the shelf she had taken it from, but couldn’t quite get it there. Her dad, whose heart began beating faster than a humming bird’s wings, ran over to her and took the small lamp. Then he inspected Jenny as carefully as he would a piece of Halloween candy. Her face was wet from the oil.


Without really thinking about it, Glenda had always kept a poison control number on her refrigerator. It came in handy now. Robert dialed the number, and they instructed him to watch Jenny carefully for any symptoms. He wasn’t sure if she had actually ingested some of the oil or if some just spilled on her when she tilted it to get it off the shelf. It didn’t take long for the first signs to show like some terrifying nightmare.


First Jenny became placid and very still. That wasn’t natural for her, as she was usually busier than a beaver trying to plug a leaky dam. She started going into a catatonic state, then she’d snap out of it. They rushed her to Wilford Hall.


“On the way to the hospital, she passed out and went limp, like someone had pushed a button and turned her off,” said Robert, still haunted by the memory. “Then, she came out of it for a while. It went back and forth like that. I was scared out of my wits.”


Somehow, Glenda managed to remain calm all the way to the hospital. Doctors immediately took Jenny to the emergency room. It wasn’t until they told Glenda that she would have to leave her baby and wait outside the room that she lost it. She and Robert sobbed uncontrollably in each other’s arms.


The doctors didn’t pull any punches. X-rays showed Jenny’s lungs had suffered a gruesome blistering. She had trouble breathing on her own. They told the grieving parents that the first 48 to 72 hours were critical. If Jenny made it through that, her chances of survival would improve drastically.


But miracles don’t come easy.

When the Hutchesons got to see Jenny again, the scene proved almost too much to handle. Their miracle baby, whom when healthy couldn’t have been any more active if she’d been born in a beehive, lay motionless in a drug-induced coma.


“They had her arms and legs strapped down, and she was hooked...” Glenda paused, biting her lower lip and taking a deep breath as her eyes welled up. “They hooked her up to a respirator that had to breathe for her. She had IVs in her neck and arm. She had a breathing tube coming out of her mouth. Her leg had a catheter poking into it to keep track of her blood pressure. It was horrible.”


With badly blistered — and eventually scarred — lungs, Jenny got pneumonia. The poisonous vapors, the real culprit, also had affected her nervous system. Adding to the problems, doctors had a harder time treating her because the Hutchesons, unaware of the problems it could cause later, had mixed two different kinds of oils when refilling the decorative lamp. It made it tougher to track down all the ingredients. If she survived — and doctors said it would be very close — they predicted a four- to eight-week recovery in the hospital.


Miracles don’t come easy.

Jenny was comatose for five days, but for her parents it seemed more like five gut-wrenching years. Then finally on that fifth day, her baby blues fluttered open. Her mom and dad, who took turns being at her side round the clock, cried, then laughed, then cried again.


“When Jenny woke up, it was such a relief,” Glenda said. “It was almost like she was reborn. We thanked the good Lord for sparing her and for giving the docs and medical techs the ability to heal. Wilford Hall provided excellent care.”


Robert noticed right away that Jenny was moving her right arm, still hooked to an IV.


“I realized she was pointing at something,” he said. “I followed her eyes and saw the Mickey Mouse balloon tied to the end of her bed. I took it and wrapped it around her hand. Then she was content. That’s when I knew it would be OK.”


Jenny spent two more days in intensive care and a total of 12 days in the hospital.


“The doctors were amazed at how quickly she recovered,” Glenda said. “They couldn’t believe it was the same girl when she was bouncing around in the hospital room in less than two weeks.”


Miracles don’t come easy, but they do come.

The Hutchesons said the whole experience changed their family.


“We are more aware of poisonous or potentially hazardous items now,” Glenda said. “We watch Jenny closely because she’s so inquisitive.”


But more than child proofing or standing guard, Robert said it’s most important to teach children.


“No matter how hard you try, you can’t watch your kids 100 percent of the time,” he said. “The ordeal was hard on me emotionally. I blamed myself. I turned my back for a minute, and it caused eight days of torment. It nearly cost Jenny her life. Had she not made it, I don’t know how I would have coped with the guilt.


“But I’ve never been a paranoid parent. I grew up in the country with spiders, snakes, bleach under the sink, and all sorts of other caustic materials at hand. I don’t want Jenny to grow up afraid. I just want her to gain an understanding and respect for things that can be hazardous. There’s a reason they stress safety in the Air Force. Awareness, even for kids, is the key.”


Now when Jenny encounters something new, she asks about it before investigating on her own. Other than that, the Hutcheson’s “Pumpkin Doodle,” as they often call her, is back to normal — so busy you get exhausted just watching her.


She still favors blue Jell-O and pizza, spends hours playing with Barbie dolls, dances until even she is huffing and puffing, and loves her three cats (although only the kitten is inexperienced enough to let Jenny get her overzealous mitts on her).


“She also loves to climb on anything and everything,” Glenda said. “If I get her grown without broken bones, it’ll be a miracle.”


And miracles don’t come easy.

Signs of Poisoning

How can you tell if your child has ingested something poisonous? Most poisons work fairly quickly. Key signs: 
• They can’t follow you with their eyes. Or their eyes go around in circles. Or their pupils seem overly constricted or dilated.
• They’re sleepy before it’s their naptime, or they are lethargic or difficult to arouse.
• They exhibit bizarre behavior or are unresponsive. 
• They experience stomach pain/vomiting.
• They appear to have difficulty breathing.
• Burns or stains surround the lips or mouth.

Also, suspect a possible poisoning if you find an opened or spilled bottle of pills or toxic household items such as cleaning solutions or lamp oils, along with any unusual symptoms.

Information courtesy of Wilford Hall Medical Center Emergency Department. 

March is Poison Prevention Awareness Month.

What to Do

• If you suspect poisoning, remain calm.
• For accidental medicine ingestion, call the nearest poison control center, your physician or 911.
• For household chemical ingestion, follow first-aid instructions on the label, and then call the poison control center, your doctor or 911.
• When you call, tell them your child’s age, height and weight, existing health conditions, as much as you know about the substance involved, the exposure route (swallowed, inhaled, splashed in the eyes, etc.), and if your child has vomited.
• If you know what substance the child has ingested, take the remaining solution or bottle with you to the phone when you call and to the hospital. Follow the instructions of the poison control center precisely.
Information courtesy of Wilford Hall Medical Center Emergency Department. 

March is Poison Prevention Awareness Month.

The ‘Magoos’

Family of five lucky to be alive

By TIM BARELA

One day long ago, my brother-in-law the football coach turned into Dear Abby and offered me some unsolicited parenting advice. Mind you, he had just witnessed my firstborn son zipping around the living room like he’d washed down three Snickers bars with a six pack of Pepsi. He shook his head and said, “Discipline. That’s what kids lack nowadays. When I have kids I won’t be afraid to discipline.” That was his nice way of saying that as a dad, I was pretty much a wimp. Tough talk from someone who up to that time had only had to protect the well-being of his school’s mascot, a panther (which is really just a big pussycat) ... and it was stuffed!

Over the years, that brother-in-law (Chris Cline) and his wife (my sister, Angie) had children of their own. The heavy hand of irony dealt them three strapping boys whose mischievous ways make the “Little Rascals” seem angelic by comparison. Not only did Chris’s gridiron mentality of discipline not work on his trio of tots, but their shenanigans have led to tales that would make most parents’ hair fall out in clumps. So when I looked at my calendar and noticed Sept. 3-9 is Child Injury Prevention Week, visions of this tribe of five quickly came to mind.

Operational Risk Management would be as foreign to the Clines as American football in China. As a matter of fact, I’d swear the Clines were descendents of the Mr. Magoo clan. Their exploits rival that of the stubborn, nearsighted cartoon character, always charging headfirst into trouble. Luckily for them, they also have Mr. Magoo’s penchant for surviving close calls. They could wander into a hungry lion’s den covered with A-1 Steak Sauce and somehow come out unscathed.

What the Clines do provide, however, is some excellent fodder to illustrate situations that could have used a dash (or gallon) of Operational Risk Management. ORM can be broken down in a lot of ways, but its premise is watching out for things that are dumb, dangerous or different and using the appropriate amount of brain waves to calculate the risks. Dumb, dangerous and different? Look no further than the Cline family’s risky business baggage.

DUMB: Chase, the oldest of my nephews, was just over 1 when Chris discovered parenting is more than offering unwanted advice in sideline huddles. Up until now he’d been a bench warmer to the parenting game, and it was his turn to take the field. Angie, along with my wife and I, was out on a paddleboat, while Chris stayed behind to keep an eye on his offspring. Chris and Chase (without a flotation device) were wading in water at the lake’s edge when “Mr. Discipline” diverted his attention to something on the shore (don’t know what is was, but I’m pretty sure it was wearing a bikini).
Now it doesn’t take long for a 1-year-old to make you pay for your inattention. Chase decided he’d had enough of Dad and made a beeline for Mom — who was still out in the paddleboat. We saw him coming toward us, but we were too far out for Chris to hear our warning cries. Waving frantically and pointing, we finally got him to look toward his son. By the time he pulled Chase out of the lake, only the boy’s auburn hair was visible floating on the water’s surface. My nephew was a little shaken, but he was OK. “Mr. Discipline,” however, got an earful from one angry mom. (I’m not one to be smug over a near tragic situation ... but I never almost let my kid drown!)

DANGEROUS: Things like the lake episode tend to make most parents a little more cautious, but Chris and Angie aren’t most parents. That leads us to their second born, Coby. His hobbies are jumping off of bunk beds and eating dirt. One time when he and his younger brother were sticking their tongues out at each other, Grandma Cline joked that she was going to cut their tongues off if they kept it up. Coby stopped, but his younger brother kept sticking his tongue out. This prompted Coby to head into the kitchen and return with a butter knife, eager to carry out Grandma’s master plan. That’s Coby in a nutshell.
But what led us to Coby in this example was his father. Coby loves to help his dad on the football field. One time when Chris was picking up equipment on the gridiron, he let Coby ride in the back of his Toyota pickup truck — a real treat for the then 3-year-old. But as he drove along, Chris hit a fairly good sized bump launching his son out of the truck bed like a piece of popcorn out of a popcorn maker. Amazingly, Coby survived the incident with a few minor scrapes and bruises. Even more astonishing, Chris again survived the scrutiny of his spouse.

By the way, somewhere around this same time, the Cline’s dog, Pressure, visited the family farm where Angie and I grew up. Being a city dog (not to mention having more than a bit of Magoo blood, as well), Pressure promptly became friendly with a grumpy rattlesnake. The irate reptile sunk its fangs into Pressure’s nose. In true Cline fashion, he survived with little more than a sore schnoz.

DIFFERENT: Not wanting to let his older brothers or a poisoned pooch best him, Colton, the third of the Magoo brood, had to find a way to outdo their antics. As a warm-up for things to come, this kid would do belly flops off coffee tables at 10 months old. And before he had graduated from Huggies, he’d gone on to bigger and “better” things. At 18 months, he contributed another chapter to Cline lore. When it did happen, surprisingly, the master of disaster (Dad) wasn’t involved. This incident happened on Mom’s watch.
Colton was helping his mom with laundry on the second floor of their two-story home (which also had a basement). Mom was taking dirty laundry out of a clothes hamper and throwing it down the laundry chute, which went some 20 feet straight down to the cement basement floor below. In a family of five, especially with three young boys and a football coach father, it doesn’t take long to accumulate dirty laundry. Angie had already dropped three loads of bedding down the chute when she suddenly noticed Colton had disappeared.

She called him. No answer. She checked the closet, the bathroom, a bedroom, calling his name the whole time. Then suddenly she just knew. She sprinted down the stairs to the first floor, almost falling in the process, then nearly long jumped the final dozen steps to the basement. There she found her youngest son still playing in the pile of dirty blankets and sheets where he had made the head dive from down the laundry chute. Not a scratch!

A family like this shouldn’t just adopt Operational Risk Management, they should etch it in stone and tell it as bedtime stories.

Or in terms my brother-in-law can understand, draw it up in your play book!

Not In Vain

By TIM BARELA

It’s been 12 years since retired Lt. Col. Jim Nunnallee and his wife Karolyn lost their 10-year-old daughter Patty in the worst drunk driving disaster in U.S. history. Twenty-seven people, mostly children, burned to death, and the drunk driver went to jail. But for the Nunnallee’s, this tragedy is far from over.

Born March 29, 1978, at Bitburg Air Base, Germany, Patricia Susan Nunnallee weighed 7 pounds, 7 ounces and was 20 inches long. Her face looked so much like her father’s, it was as if God had used carbon paper to make her. ...

It was Monday morning, May 8, 1988, the day after Mother’s Day. Karolyn Nunnallee rushed to get her two daughters off to school on time, while throwing together her own bags. Her mother was ill and in the hospital, and she was going to fly to Fort Meade, Fla., later that morning to be with her.
It was never easy being stationed so far from family, but such was the life of a military wife. Her husband, Jim, was an F-4 and F-111 weapons systems officer in the Air Force. For the Nunnallees, home was where Jim hung his flight cap, and presently that meant Fort Knox, Ky., where he was commander of Detachment 3, 507th Tactical Air Control Wing, serving as an air liaison for the Army.

Before going to catch her school bus, 10-year-old Patty handed her mom two red roses she’d made from tissue paper. “Mom, please give these to Grandma. They’ll make her feel better,” said Patty, who had also made some for Karolyn the previous day for Mother’s Day. Karolyn smiled, gave Patty a tight squeeze and a kiss, and shooed her out the door.

As Patty ran to catch the bus, she slipped and fell in an irrigation ditch. Her pants were soaked. She hurried back into the house to throw on some dry jeans, then hugged and kissed her mom one more time before finally making it to the bus by the skin of her teeth.

Karolyn didn’t know it then, but she’d later thank God that Patty had slipped. Because of that, she got an extra hug and kiss from her oldest daughter that morning, and it would be the last time she’d ever see Patty and her beautiful smile again.

... Patty’s giggle seemed to start in her toes, then work its way up until her entire body shook. She’d laugh so hard she’d have to hold her sides, and her face would nearly turn purple, her favorite color. Her best friend was Jill Williams, and they did everything together, from dressing Barbies to catching lightning bugs for Patty’s insect collection. They especially liked listening to music and playing the game of Life. ...
On Saturday, May 14 (five days after Karolyn left), Patty and best-buddy Jill were returning from King’s Island Amusement Park in Ohio. Jill had invited Patty to go along on the church-sponsored event, and the day had been a blast. Sixty-three weary children either dozed or talked about the exciting day as the bus buzzed along the dark highway, still some 60 miles from home at about 11 p.m. Four adults were also on the bus, including the driver.

Little did they know, another driver on the road that night was about to change their lives forever.

Earlier that afternoon, 35-year-old chemical plant worker Larry Mahoney had gotten off work after pulling a 12-hour, all-night shift. He stopped at a bar and had a beer. Later, after dinner, he shared a six-pack with a friend as they installed a truck radio. Still later, he drove to another friend’s house and continued drinking beer. No one kept tabs on how many he drank, but it was enough that his friends initially confiscated his keys.

But after Mahoney promised he would go straight home, his drinking buddies returned the keys. Mahoney hopped in his ’87 Toyota pickup and headed home. Drunk — his blood alcohol level was .24, more than twice the legal limit — and confused, Mahoney entered Interstate 71 headed north in the southbound lane. Cars swerved and flashed their lights. Semis blew their horns. But Mahoney continued in the wrong direction.

He was totally oblivious to the fact that he was about to steal sons and daughters away from parents, and rob siblings of other brothers and sisters.

... Patty doted over her younger sister, 6-year-old Jeanne. She taught Jeanne how to read and to tie her shoes. In third grade, Patty wrote a story about her sister called “Jeanne, Jeanne, the Bouncing Machine,” which won first place in a writing contest. Patty and Jeanne also played nursemaid to three Guinea pigs, which they named after candy bars, Snickers, Butterfinger and Kit Kat. Jeanne stuck to Patty like Velcro. ...
As Mahoney rounded a bend in the highway, he slammed head-on into the church bus. Initially, the collision did more damage to Mahoney, the crushed truck cab punching a hole in his knee and collapsing his lungs. To the 67 passengers aboard the much bigger bus, it felt more like a thump, “as if we’d hit a deer,” one teen would later say.

But when Mahoney’s truck smashed into the right front of the bus, it ruptured a gas tank. One instant the worst injury was a bruised arm, the next the bus was a blazing inferno. The youth minister, who had been in the front of the bus, jumped up screaming, “Get out! Get out! Get out!” He was on fire and succumbed to the flames.

Patty and Jill, the two inseparable friends, had been sitting on the right side of the bus in the second row from the front. Their seat was almost directly under the ruptured fuel tank. They never had a chance. They were trapped between the fire and the bottleneck of people trying to escape out the back of the bus. The girls, along with 25 other people including Jill’s mother and sister, died in the blaze.

A little after midnight, a knock at the door woke Jim, who was still playing Mr. Mom at home with Jeanne, while Karolyn was away. Lee Williams, Jill’s dad, was at the door, his face wrought with worry. “He told me there’d been some kind of accident and we needed to meet down at the church,” Jim said. “Neither of us knew at that point what had happened.”

They’d later find out that Patty had been killed, and Lee had lost his entire family. Jim called Karolyn, who returned home immediately.

“We were in shock, devastated,” Karolyn said. “You never expect to outlive your children. At first, I tried to make myself believe there had been a mix-up. I couldn’t accept that Patty was gone. She was more than a daughter to me, she was my friend.”

... Patty and Karolyn shared a love for crafts. Karolyn taught Patty to crochet and needlepoint, which wasn’t an easy task since Patty was left-handed and Karolyn right. They’d also decorate the house with the changing tree leaves in the fall. They loved to talk about anything and everything, especially over a plate of Patty’s favorite food — Karolyn’s homemade spaghetti. And boy could they shop. They’d shop till they’d drop. ...
Mahoney’s massacre is still the worst drunk driving disaster in U.S. history. In addition to killing 27 people, 14 more were seriously burned. One little girl, the only one to survive from the front of the bus, had to have a foot amputated because it was burned so badly. The flames also seared off a 14-year-old boy’s ears and eyelids. He survived but had to go through dozens of surgeries and was permanently disfigured.

“At first I took comfort because my dad [a doctor] said Patty had probably died with her first breath from toxins produced from the burning bus,” Karolyn said. “But later the autopsy showed that she was probably the last one to die. Her blood had more toxins in it than anyone else’s who died, which means she was breathing the longest.

“Patty wasn’t killed instantly. She died a horrible, painful death. My daughter suffered, and so did the rest of the victims. That was probably the hardest thing to accept.”

Mahoney was sentenced to 16 years, but only did nine years and two months, after getting out on parole for good behavior.

“We were told he’d get 800 years, multiple life sentences, but that didn’t happen,” Karolyn said. “When you break it down, he was sentenced to 10 years for bodily injury, five years for the deaths and one year for drunk driving [he was a repeat offender].”

Broken down even further, the Nunnallees figure Mahoney spent four months in jail for killing Patty. Four months! He was paroled Sept. 1, 1999. He got to start his life over. Patty didn’t.

... Patty was a straight A student and a bookworm. She loved Nancy Drew Mysteries. She won two writing competitions and a speech contest. Even as a fourth grader, she had her career all planned out. She’d go to the Air Force Academy to get her education paid for (if she had she would have graduated this year). Later she’d go to Harvard Law School, because she’d heard it was the best. She wanted to be a judge. She even went to career day at her school dressed as a judge. ...
Jim and Karolyn don’t waste their time hating Larry Mahoney.

“I always figured if anyone severely wronged my family, I would want to kill them,” said Jim, now a retired lieutenant colonel living with Karolyn in Fort Meade. “But for whatever reason I never felt that way. I don’t want to see him [Mahoney]. I don’t want to talk to him. But I don’t hate him, which is probably good because that kind of anger could eat you up like a cancer.”

Instead, the Nunnallee’s have channeled their emotions to try to eliminate this type of tragedy.

Two weeks after Patty’s death, Karolyn joined Mothers Against Drunk Drivers. “They gave me a shoebox full of red ribbons and membership forms, and I figured I was going to change the world,”   she said.

She didn’t exactly change the world, but she stuck with it. Karolyn became the president of MADD at the national level in January 1998 and served in that capacity until January of this year. As the immediate past president, she is still on the national board and heavily involved in the program. And she has seen progress. The year Patty died, 22,000 Americans were killed by drunk drivers. Last year, that number was down to 15,700. “That’s still too many, but we’re starting to make a dent,” she said.

Karolyn said the biggest obstacle to overcome is a general apathy when it comes to drunk driving, the most frequently committed violent crime in this country.

“Every week drunk drivers kill enough Americans to fill two jumbo jet airliners,” she said. “If two jumbo jets crashed week after week after week, this country would be up in arms. There’d be no more jumbo jets in the air. We should have that same reaction about drunk driving.”

Karolyn also said the solution to drunk driving deaths is so simple. “If you’re under 21, don’t drink. If you’re over 21 and choose to drink, don’t drive. It doesn’t get any simpler than that,” she said.

Sometimes the results can get discouraging, but the Nunnallees push on with their message.

“We will not let Patty’s death be in vain,” Karolyn said.

... Patty will always be 10 years old. In a cedar hope chest her dad built, there’s her diary where she writes about a boy named Chris. “He’s so cute. I’m in love.” But most of the pages remain blank, unfinished. Then there’s the Girl Scout sash with badges that still haven’t been sewn on. A needlepoint, only partially complete. A life interrupted.

Drunk drivers. . .

— Killed 15,700 last year

— Cost us $46 billion per year

— Kill enough Americans each week 

   to fill two jumbo jet airliners

Source: MADD
Court Rat

Tracking an athlete’s journey to the Olympics

By TIM BARELA
Photos by Senior Airman BETH KRICHBAUM

When it comes to racquetball, Senior Airman Rob DeJesus has the memory of an elephant. And he relishes the recollection of his first tournament like the fore-mentioned pachyderm relishes peanuts.
“I was 10 years old and had entered in the ‘D’ bracket [one step above novice],” he said. “I was playing guys two to three times my age.”

The young whippersnapper worked his way through the bracket, like David taking on a clan of Goliaths. He made it to the final only to face the number one seed, a gruff 32-year-old sailor. It was a mismatch from the start.

A pre-puberty DeJesus collected his first-place trophy and walked from the court to the nearby gym nursery. There he promptly relinquished his prize to his mom so he could play with the Tonka trucks. The runner-up wandered in just in time to see DeJesus’s mom helping him change his shirt. That sight didn’t help restore the sailor’s bruised ego.

“I can’t believe I lost to a kid,” the man said, shaking his head in disgust. “I need a beer.”

Had the sailor known where the boy wonder he’d faced was heading, it might have helped cure his racquetball “black eye” quicker than a porter house steak. But who could have known that 18 years later that same adolescent would be competing down under in the Olympics.

DeJesus, now 28, traveled to Sydney, Australia, July 24 and returned to his home in Phoenix Aug. 26. Racquetball is still an exhibition sport for the Olympics, as it strives to become an official competition. But the athletes are still considered Olympic participants and had to compete to make their country’s respective Olympic teams.

A member of the Tucson Air National Guard and an F-16 mechanic for Air Education and Training Command’s 162nd Fighter Wing at Luke Air Force Base, Ariz., DeJesus didn’t take a standard route to the Olympics. While he’s an American, he instead represented the Puerto Rican Olympic team.

“My father was born in Puerto Rico, and my grandparents lived there. According to Olympic by-laws, that made me eligible to play for that country,” DeJesus explained. “My dad is proud of his heritage, and he loves the fact that I’m representing Puerto Rico.”

DeJesus has been Puerto Rico’s number one player for the past three years and was number one in his age group in the United States in ’97, ’98 and ’99. In August 1999, he earned a bronze medal in the Pan American games in Winnipeg, Canada, beating the world’s number one ranked player along the way. The airman was seeded third in the Olympics, but a stomach virus contracted three days before the big event zapped much of his energy. He made it to the quarterfinals, but in the end was relegated to a sixth-place finish.

DeJesus was disappointed he didn’t place higher, but nothing could tarnish his Olympic quest. “I gave it my best shot, but you have to be at your healthiest at that level,” said the airman, whose trip was paid for by the Olympic Committee. “It was an experience I’ll never forget.”

DeJesus got his start in racquetball at age 8 from his father, Ray, a retired sailor.

“I was what you would call a court rat,” DeJesus said. “My father played all the time, and I’d tag along with him to the gym. I’d get on any open court and play until I was kicked off.”

When he got off school, he’d even eat and do his homework at the gym, just to get in some more playing time.

The game came naturally to DeJesus, who has the quickness and agility of an alley cat and the fierce aggressiveness of a hungry tiger (attributes he also used in football and baseball). By the time he was 12, he conquered his dad, who was a racquetball junkie himself.

“The first time I beat my dad, I thought he was goofing off,” DeJesus said. “I got mad and said, ‘Come on, Dad, play.’ ” A bit flustered and out of breath, the elder DeJesus looked at his offspring and replied, “Son, I’m trying!”

Defeating his dad was like a springboard that launched his confidence. “My dad was my first big obstacle,” DeJesus said. “After that, I went after the guys who were beating my dad.”

Now DeJesus plays at least once nearly every day, drawn to the court like a mosquito to a bug zapper. He also trains hard to keep his 5-foot-9, 160-pound frame in peak form. His physical training regimen includes countless hours in the weight room and so much aerobic activity, it’d make Taebo seem like naptime. He burns more calories each day than a Cajun chef.

Racking up 20 years of “frequent flyer miles” on the racquetball court and in the gym, perhaps the most miraculous thing about DeJesus’s game is that he’s never suffered a significant injury.

“I haven’t had an ankle sprain, an eye injury, a pulled muscle, and no problems with my arms or hips,” he said. But he doesn’t chock that up to luck or simply good genetics.

“My dad was big into fitness safety,” DeJesus said. “He taught me to stretch well before and after workouts. He made me keep well hydrated. And he absolutely insisted I wear eye goggles.”

For a court rat, that advice proved nearly as relevant as the talk about the birds and the bees. Along the way, DeJesus has seen far too many eye injuries on the racquetball court to ever try to stray from his dad’s teachings.

“Once, I was watching a game, and there was a guy playing who wasn’t wearing goggles,” DeJesus said. “The ball ricocheted off the wall and hit the corner of his eye."

Then disaster.

“His eyeball popped out, and it hung against his cheek,” DeJesus continued, shuddering at the gruesome memory. “He lost that eye and wears a glass eye now.”

After that incident, there was certainly no more need for safety “commercials” from his dad on the importance of wearing eye protection.

“I’ve heard all the excuses for not wearing goggles: ‘I can’t see the ball as well. They fog up. They get scratched and make it hard to see. They’re uncomfortable.’ All bad reasons,” the airman said. “Nowadays they make goggles that are fog and scratch resistant and so light you hardly know they’re there. Besides, how comfortable can you be and how well can you see with a glass eye?”

Known for his power and quickness, DeJesus himself has been clocked hitting the ball at 170 mph. That’s faster than most cars can travel with the pedal to the metal. “Can you imagine that striking your eye?” he said.

“I know I’ve been hit so hard on my skin before [with the ball] that it’s drawn blood,” he added. “It stings, but at least that will heal.”

What stings more for DeJesus now is knowing that he could have and should have done better in his first Olympic bid. He already has his sights set on the 2004 Olympic games in Greece. He has an unquenchable thirst to win, as if he’d been stranded for a month in Australia’s outback, instead of the coastal city of Sydney.

“It’s going to mean more sacrifices, more time on the court,” DeJesus said.

But where else would a court rat rather be?

Advice from an Olympian

When playing racquetball:

• Wear eye protection

• Stretch before and after you play

• Don’t over exert yourself

• Stay hydrated

• Maintain court awareness —

stay out of the path of a  

swinging racquet 

and ball lanes

— Senior Airman 

   

   Rob DeJesus 

Out of the Woods

After blacking out in a fighter aircraft dogfight and nearly having his limbs ripped off in a 730-mph ejection, an F-15 pilot began a long struggle to regain his health and return to the cockpit

By TIM BARELA


“In the woods” is an expression fighter pilots  sometimes use when they are in trouble. If Capt. Jon Counsell had been any farther in the woods, he’d have been tree bark.


On May 5, 1994, Counsell was a few check rides shy of realizing a dream he boldly stated when he was 12 years old and still diggin’ potatoes and thrashin’ wheat at his parents’ farm in Moses Lake, Wash.: “I’m gonna be a fighter pilot!”

Those weren’t just words. He took flying lessons when he was 15, and on his 16th birthday, he flew solo for the first time. After his solo flight, he went to the Department of Motor Vehicles to get his driver’s license. “So I could legally fly a plane by myself, before I could legally drive a car by myself,” he said.

Counsell followed that up by earning distinguished graduate recognition in Reserve Officer Training Corps at Central Washington University. Later he graduated first in his class at the Euro-NATO Joint Jet Pilot Training program at Sheppard Air Force Base, Texas. That honor enabled him to handpick the aircraft he would strap into for the next several years. He chose the F-15 Eagle, an aggressive jet that fit his personality to a T.

By the time May 5, 1994, rolled around, Counsell was at Tyndall AFB, Fla., learning to fly the Eagle in the six-month, highly intense F-15 training course. He was just two weeks from being a full-fledged, card-carrying fighter jock. But first he had to pass a test straight out of a scene from Top Gun. He had to engage in a one-on-one dogfight against an instructor pilot. The Air Force calls it basic fighter maneuvers. But that’s a pretty tame moniker for something that can peel your eyelids back and steal enough oxygen from your brain to knock you out quicker than an Iron Mike Tyson uppercut.

It’s a roller coaster ride on steroids.

Both nervous and exhilarated, Counsell, who was 25 and cocksure, secretly hoped he could gun his instructor, whose call sign was “Spitter.” But he would settle for a good showing with no major mistakes.

Once in the air, the pilots went through a series of maneuvers that made pro football running back Barry Sander’s catlike moves appear super slow-mo in comparison. With his more experienced instructor pilot holding nothing back at this stage of training, Counsell’s ego and hopes of gunning Spitter were seemingly singed with the first thrust of the afterburners. Spitter made short work of his student four straight times. In this dogfight, Spitter appeared to be a pit bull picking on a Chihuahua.

“I was getting my butt kicked,” said Counsell, the frustration evident in his hazel eyes.

On the first four encounters, Spitter simulated being a bandit 6,000 feet back and locked onto Counsell’s jet. Counsell’s job was to survive the initial threat and then lose the enemy, either bugging out to fight another day or shooting him down if the bandit made a big enough mistake. Since it wasn’t going well for the young upstart, Spitter suggested Counsell assume the role of the bandit. This way the instructor pilot could demonstrate the maneuver that would help his student survive future engagements.

They started the fifth dogfight at 20,000 feet with Counsell in hot pursuit. But just as suddenly as it began, it was over. During an unexpectedly hard turn, pulling nearly eight Gs, Counsell blacked out.

That’s when May 5 became a date Jon Counsell will never forget, even though he will probably never remember the events of the day.

Counsell had passed out in what is known as G-induced loss of consciousness. Gs are gravitational forces experienced on a pilot’s body as he makes high-speed turns. At eight Gs, Counsell’s 6-foot-2-inch, 200-pound frame would endure forces equivalent to 1,600 pounds — roughly the weight of an adolescent African elephant.

Out for 23 seconds, Counsell awoke disoriented,  with his Eagle heading toward the ocean at 730 mph. That’s faster than some rifle bullets! He was rapidly approaching the 10,000-foot altitude where pilots have to make the decision to bail out of an out of control aircraft.

Counsell pulled the ejection handle. Then a few seconds of hell.

He catapulted into a granite hard slipstream, with wind speeds three times stronger than those in a tornado ripping at his body. The wind tore his helmet from his head like an angry linebacker, then nearly ripped off his limbs.

His lower right leg folded over his shoulder, shredding three ligaments in his right knee. The violent force also yanked his left leg to the same side as his right, where it first hit a brace on the seat, fracturing the shinbone and the fibula in five places. His lower left leg then folded up toward his right shoulder, tearing three ligaments in that knee as well. His left arm, which he had used to pull the ejection handle, flailed around the back of the seat, hitting the oxygen bottle and breaking two bones in his forearm. His shoulder also dislocated, chipping part of the shoulder joint.

“Believe it or not, I was lucky,” he said. “Had my left leg blown to the other side, I would have been pulled apart like a wishbone.”

While his $40 million jet crashed into the Gulf of Mexico like a giant harpoon, Counsell’s broken body floated down into the water on the end of a parachute.

He had been in the gulf for two hours when a Pave Low helicopter from the 20th Special Operations Squadron, Hurlburt Field, Fla., arrived with pararescue swimmers. What they found must have seemed ghoulish. Counsell’s face was so battered and swollen, he couldn’t see. He’d been bleeding into the shark-infested waters, and complained bitterly of the salt water stinging his wounds. His legs dangled uselessly, like a puppet without strings. His left foot faced the wrong direction.

When he reached the hospital at Eglin AFB, Fla., doctors rushed him into the emergency room to stabilize him. After that, he was flown via C-130 to Keesler Medical Center at Keesler AFB, Miss. Doctors there attempted to put Counsell’s limbs back together again, but they were about as optimistic as all the king’s horses and all the king’s men. Humpty Dumpty would have been an easier fix.

Initial prognosis? The pilot probably would never walk again. And there was a good chance his left leg would have to be amputated — the bones were that mangled.

Because of a nasty concussion and the trauma involved in such a disaster, Counsell actually doesn’t remember five days of his life — two days prior to the accident and three days after that.

“I guess that’s your body’s defense mechanism. I should probably be grateful that I can’t remember,” he said, though he admits he’s still curious. “Heck, I could have won the lottery the day before the accident, and I’d never know it.”

What Counsell does know is that the accident was his fault. He didn’t prepare well enough for the G maneuver by properly using his anti-G straining maneuver, a muscle-tightening technique used to help the heart keep blood flowing to the brain. Fatigue also played a part, after flying four intense encounters prior to the mishap.

Another factor that may have contributed is he inexplicably forgot to zip his G-suit “comfort zippers” along the thighs. The G-suit helps force the blood from the lower body to the chest, so the heart can pump it to the brain, keeping an adequate supply of oxygen there for flying such maneuvers.

“I failed, the airplane didn’t,” Counsell says matter-of-factly. “You can’t hold eight Gs for long — especially if you don’t prepare properly.”

In comparison, the bottom of the first hill on a roller coaster — the one that sends riders screaming at the top of their lungs and holding on for dear life — never pulls more than about two and a half Gs. Imagine a ride three times as intense.

“At eight Gs, your head gets very heavy, and it’s difficult to turn or move your arms and legs,” Counsell explained. “The heart can’t pump at a high enough pressure to keep an adequate supply of blood in the brain.” The G-suit helps, but a proper anti-G straining maneuver is key. This tightening of the muscles forces the blood out of the lower body to the chest. Pilots also take rapid, deep breaths of air, which take up more room in the body and help increase blood pressure. All this gives the heart the ability to pump blood to the brain and keep pilots conscious.

“On the positive side, knowing I’d messed up made my resolve to recover even stronger,” he said. “I had some things to prove to myself and others.”

When doctors told Counsell he might never walk again, he responded like Christopher Columbus’s countrymen when the explorer tried to convince them the world was round. Not only did Counsell not even consider being confined to a wheelchair a possibility, he made another proclamation as bold as the one that 12-year-old boy had made so many years before: “I will fly in the F-15 again.”

But it wasn’t enough to say it.

Counsell had so many wounds that when it was all said and done, his body told the story with 39 scars — nine of which were 6 inches or longer. He had more screws, rods, plates and staples than the Tinman. They held together both legs, with similar devices in this left forearm and shoulder. There wasn’t much chance of him going through airport security without sending the metal detectors into a frenzy.

Additionally, for several months his left leg just wasn’t getting any better. The broken bones weren’t healing, and doctors feared a bone infection would soon set in. If that happened, they would have to take the leg.

That’s when surgeons decided to remove some bone from Counsell’s hip, pulverize it and make a cement-type paste that would hopefully help fuse the bones back together. It was a long shot, but it was better than the alternative. Doctors performed the operation, and within weeks the leg finally showed its first signs of mending. (Although, to this day, his left leg is a quarter-inch shorter than his right and doesn’t touch the ground when he stands at attention.)

It took three months for Counsell to graduate from a wheelchair to crutches.

“It was a big day to get rid of the wheelchair,” he said. “It had been symbolic of not walking again, so it was a big mental boost to leave that albatross behind.”

Once Counsell was on crutches, there was no holding him back. As a matter of fact, when doctors finally removed his casts, they found them full of hay and dirt. “I cheated,” he said, smiling sheepishly. Unable to keep the restless fighter pilot down, he had been working in the potato and hay fields on the family farm where he was supposed to be recuperating.

Over the next two years, Counsell went through nine major surgeries. Surprisingly, though, none of them bothered him so much as getting his wisdom teeth pulled. “That was by far the most painful,” he said, wincing at the thought.

Counsell’s medical records are now thicker than a New York City phone book.

Looking at the severity of his injuries, Air Force officials wanted to medically retire the captain. But they didn’t know him very well. He wasn’t about to give up his commission without a fight. With some help from friends in high places, Counsell managed to get a temporary job at Fairchild AFB, Wash., as a tanker refueling planner. He worked there from January 1995 to January 1997 while he continued to struggle through physical therapy, and his body continued its miraculous recovery.

“The facts were against me ever getting into a cockpit again,” Counsell said. “No one very smart would have bet on me to get back in the Eagle.”

But he believed he could do it. So he surrounded himself by aggressive doctors and other people who felt he had a chance. His reconstructed knees and shoulder, though, didn’t prove to be the biggest obstacles to him getting back in a fighter jet.

“Actually, the fact that I suffered amnesia for five days was my worst enemy,” he said. “I’d had a head injury, and that concerns medical boards more than anything.”

When the results came back, the docs determined that Counsell would eventually be fit to fly, news that had him soaring without an airplane.

On Jan. 22, 1997, two and a half years after the accident that nearly ripped his arms and legs from his body, Counsell flew a T-38 at Randolph AFB, Texas. After passing muster at Randolph, Counsell traveled to Sheppard, where he went back through the intro to fighter fundamentals. There he flew the AT-38. Then in June 1997, he was back at Tyndall.

On June 9, 1997, Counsell settled into the cockpit of an F-15, as giddy as a kid at Christmas.

“It took me three years, one month, four days and six hours to return to the Eagle,” said Counsell, who could also probably break it down in minutes and seconds, such was his anticipation.

“I wanted to fly well,” he added. “I wanted to prove to everyone and to myself that I could do this.”

He did that and more. He had to take a physical training test, a new standard for all incoming high-performance aircraft fighter pilots that includes sit-ups, pushups and weight room tests. “I was the only one in my class to max the test,” he said. “After all my physical therapy, I was in the best shape of my life.”

After graduating from the F-15 school at Tyndall, Counsell received his first operational fighter pilot job at the 3rd Wing, Elmendorf AFB, Alaska. With a newfound interest in flying safe and seeing that others do the same, he also volunteered to be the wing’s flight safety officer.

“That’s why I don’t mind sharing my story if it helps someone else avoid the same fate or worse,” he said.

At Elmendorf, Counsell has thrived as both a pilot and a safety officer, not to mention as a husband to his wife, Marianne, and father to their two daughters, 2-year-old Kailey and 7-month-old Kodie.

He’s also back to a full physical lifestyle that includes kayaking, skiing, fishing, hiking, biking, rollerblading and other sweat-inducing activities that sway a lot of people with two healthier legs to opt for the La-Z-Boy recliner and TV remote.

But as much as Counsell enjoys the Alaskan wilderness, he has to admit: As a pilot, he’s glad to be “out of the woods.”

Editor’s note: Captain Counsell returns to Air Education and Training Command later this month as an instructor pilot for navigator training school in Pensacola, Fla. He will fly the T-34C.

The Scar Report

Long after the high-speed ejection, the 39 scars on Counsell’s body remain as a grim reminder of the mishap. The following are some of the worst — an average of 7 inches long each!

Five Lifesaving Tips for Pilots

1. Proper fit and wear of life support equipment: Follow the technical orders and ensure daily and periodic inspections are performed, as well as refits accomplished.

2. Hydration: Put water or non-caffeinated fluids into your body. Good hydration all day long improves performance. Don’t just drink water right before you fly.
3. Good physical fitness: Do good cross training that includes weight training and cardiovascular.
4. Anti-G straining maneuver: Master this. Follow the techniques and good habit patterns. Take a big breath, contract all muscles, and every three seconds have a rapid exchange of air.
5. Accurate awareness of energy status: Know the maneuvering potential of the aircraft.

BONUS TIP: Know when to stand down: If today isn’t your best day — you’re not feeling well, you didn’t get enough sleep, etc. — fly another day. Pilots don’t like to miss sorties, but they shouldn’t push themselves to the danger point.
— Information courtesy of Capt. Jon Counsell

