Statement for the Record, HVAC Full Committee
Hearing on “Combating the Crisis: Evaluating
Efforts to Prevent Veteran Suicide”

Representative Tim Walz

[ think these two articles are especially pertinent in light of the discussion we are having today in
the committee. Asa community, as a nation, and as members of the House Committee on '
Veterans Affairs, we need to fully understand the occurrence of clustering in units and work to
prevent these deaths. I look forward to further discussion on the ways we can reach Veterans
who are not receiving the care and benefits they have earned and deserve.

Suicide hits hard among the
ranks of Minnesota National

Guard

A father's despair over his son's death in Iraq drives home a suicide crisis for

Minnesota National Guard.
By Mark Brunswick Star Tribune

APRIL 2, 2016 — 7:48AM

Kim Schmit knew her husband was in trouble, that much was clear.

It had been seven years since the Willmar couple’s 26-year-old son, Josh, had been killed by a
roadside bomb in Iraq while serving in the Army. Greg Schmit, an 18-year member of the
Minnesota National Guard, had found it particularly hard to adjust.

Out of guilt and grief, his life had dissolved into a series of unproductive counseling sessions at
the VA. A medley of medications for anxiety, depression and sleeplessness now frequently left
him either lethargic or irritable. Contributing to his despair, he contended that the Guard had
been unsupportive after Josh’s death and that a few commanders had conspired to ruin his
career and have him fired.



Late on a July night last year, Kim would later tell authorities, she was awakened by her husband
struggling for breath next to her. She spotted the prescription bottles. All were empty. Within
minutés_, Greg Schmit, the by-the-book supply sergeant, was rushed to the hospital in a futile
attempt to save his life.

“I tried with Greg,” Kim Schmit said, “but I wasn’t enough to keep him going.”

Few or_ganizations'have felt the crisis in military suicides more than the Minnesota National
Guiard. In the past five years, more of its members have died by suicide than all but one state
Guard in the country. Minnesota’s Guard is the 10th latgest state Guard by size. But when it
comes to suicide, its 27 deathis rank second only to Pennsylvania’s 30.

By compa_riso’n, the state of Minnesota overall ranks 41st in the country in the rate of suicides per
100,000 people.

Asked if the Minnesota Guard has a suicide problem, Command Sgt. Major Douglas Wortham,
the Guard’s top enlisted soldier, said simply: “One life lost to suicide is too many.”

Guard leaders say they can’t explain why only the Pennsylvania Guard has recorded more,
suicides. Stressors in everyday life — job loss, financial difficulties, relationship and mental
health issues and substance abuse — more than Guard service are likely contributing factors,
they say.

“We see out soldiers two days out of the month, but the community, the churches, their
employers, they get to see them those other 28 &ays out of the m'onth,” said Maj Ron Jarvi,
program manager for the Minnesota National Guard Resilience Risk Reduction & Suicide
“Prevention Office,

Changes in record keeping — Guard units did not keep uniform records on snicides until recently
— could also account for the high nimber: So, too, could a possible “contagion” effect, where
suicide might be considered more acceptablé the'more it happens around you.

“With each suicide you have an increased pool risk of suicide,” said Melissa Heinen, suicide
prevention coordinator for the Minnesota Department of Health, who has worked closely with
the Guard. “The more suicides you have, the more that becomes a more normalized option:™
The new reality

On a snowy Friday morning, more than 70 soldiers file into a classroom at the Minnesota
National Guard Armory in Cottage Grove. At first it seems like just another meeting during just
another drill weekend.



But as Capt. Tony Hodgkins takes the podium, it quickly becomes clear it is about something
deeper. Hodgkins, the unit commander_, asks the soldiers how many have experienced someone
close to them feeling suicidal. Nearly half raise their hands.

This is the new reality of the-NationaI.Guard_, where suicide prevention has become not only a
priority, but a necessity. In the last eight years, Hodgkins tells the group, about 40 members of
the Minnesota Guard have taken their lives.

Most have been men. The average age of victims was 26 — much younger than the middle-aged
males in the general population who kill themselves. The' most common cause of death —a self-
inflicted gunshot.

Some, such as the 41-year-old Guard member who shot himself while sheriff's deputies pleaded
with him, had been deployed, police reports and other documents show. But fewer than haif — 17
of 41 — had been deployed or seen combat experience.

In 5015, a 27-year-old full-time member of thie Honor Guard at Fort Snelling who had never’
been deployed killed himself in his apartment within two weeks of being told he was failing
Officer Candidate School. The year before, a 21-year-old Guardsman killed himself after drinking
heavily and arguing with friends. He died 10 days after joining the Guard and before hewas
scheduled to ship out to boot camp.

In an effort to address the issue, the Guard has taken steps in recent years to ensure that each
Minnesota unit has a resilience leader trained to identify common stressors and recommend
resources. Each unit also has scheduled an annual block of suicide prevention training that
ineludes role-playingand videos..

The Guard also is emiploying new techniques and technologies — using Internet resources.and
social media conrections — to reach out to soldiers.

“We live by soldier’s creed and warrior’s ethos and after it’s all said and done and we stand at
attention and declare these things we’ve memorized, it really just means we're here for each
other,” Hodgkins tells the group. “At least we're supposed tobe.”

On this winter morning, soldiers are assigned to the 204th Area Medical Support Co., whose
‘mission is to provide health support to Army units wherever they are deployed, including the
battlefield. Staff Sgt. Mandie McGinnis, one of the unit's suicide intervention officers, takes the
lead.

“Iwant you to take your masks off if you are having a bad day,” she urges the class. “Somebody
can help talk you through it-and find the light at the other side.”

Teaders hand out cards outlining snicide risk factors, along with a card listing suicide-prevention
hot line numbers. Each soldier is given a gun lock. McGinnis also leads a role-playing session



where she steps on a table and pretends to be thinking about jumping off a bridge. Several
soldiers in the class volunteer to step forward to talk her out of it.

McGinnis, whose regular Guard job is in medical supply, and several other unit members
recently started a Facebook page to help soldiers in need. It is a resource for nearly any type of
support. The page, Battle Check, is available only to current and former service members. As
eviderice that it is filling a rieed, it now has more than 2‘,-_500-'members nationwide. As the Friday
morning session winds down, 1st Sgt. Brent Ambuehl, the senior enlisted member of the unit,
addresses the groiip.

“The scariest thing for me as part of a command team is suicide,” he says: “That’s the 11th-hour
call that T fear the most. Losinga soldier in your ranks to something that is this preventable is
plain-out scary. This is a group effort here and we all need to take care of each other.”

‘Pins and needles’
Even with all the Guard’s prevention efforts, the death last summer of Greg Schmit illustrates the
stark difference between how things work in training and what actually plays out in real life.

In response to Schmit’s death, the Guard told the Star Tribune that it ensured that he had access
to mental health, family survivor specialists and spiritual counseling; and that his behavior —
even before his son’s death — was “inconsistent with standards of military order and discipline.”

But his wife and others believe the Guard’s treatment of Schmit after his son was killed
contributed to his grief and ultimately, his death. Five years before Schmit took his life, after a
series of increasingly tense workplace confrontations and accusations of disrespect arid
insubordination, his commanders had fired him from his full-tinie job as a supply sergeant at the
Willmar armory.

“It reminded me of a soldier who was injured laying on the battlefield and they were stepping
over him, letting him bleed out,” Kim Schmit said recently.

As the Guard moved closer to firing him, it sought insight about his behavior from the soldiers he
worked with. Morethan a dozen wrote letters of support. But several claimed Schmitused Josh’s
death as an excuse for behavior they described as unsettling..

One first sergeant wrote that Schmit, who had made some enemies, had been told many times:
before and after his son’s death, “to change his behavior,” according to paperwork Kim Schmit
provided to the Star Tribune. “Now when he is told to change his behavior, his response is how
people are out to get him because his son died.”

Another complained of walking on “pins.and needles” on the anniversary of Josh’s death, and of
feeling threatened because Schmit had access to weapons.



One supportive soldier wrote that many people felt Schmit “needs to get over it and move on
with his life” and were “getting sick of him using his son’s death asan excuse to have an
outburst.” Yet, he'added, others recognized Schmit “will hever get over the loss of his son, and he
has the right to grieve hlS son.”

In November 2010, the Guard cited seven incidents over the previous two years in which Schmit
was accused of disrespect, insubordination or failure to obey orders, including a 2009 letter of
reprimand in which he was docked three days’ pay. It alsolisted four inciderits before Josh's
death to show what it called “the prolonged and continued nature of your anger problems.”

Amonth later, Schmit made a passionate plea tostay in the Guard and “continue to serve my
country, bring stability to my family, and honor the values and way of life.(of) Joshua, and many
Tike him, who paid the ultimate sacrifice to protect.”

The following March, Major Gen. Richard Nash, head of the Minnesota Guard, signed the letter
dismissing Schmit: The letter, officially called an “Involuntary Separation Care Plan,” offered the
names of resources for support.

“T encourage you to take advantage of these resources to assist you through this difficult time,”
Nash’s letter said.

That sare month, Schmit attempted suicide for the first time. He would tell doctors that he
remembered waking up after taking an overdose of pills and being angry that he had survived.

Asked about how it felt it responded to the situation, the Guard said in a recent written response:
“After Sgt. Joshua Schinit’s death — even with s_ympatheti'c and caring leaders and full access to
counseling — Staff Sgt. Greg Schimit continued his behavior, resulting in progressive nonjudicial
punishment ard ultimately termination of his employment.”

Veterans advocate Trisha Appeldorn, director of the Kaﬁdiyohi County Veterans Services Office
and an-acquaintance of the Schmits, learned about Greg Schmit's struggle after he asked her to
help him fill out paperwork. She said she was stunned by how he was treated.

“Anyone would be shocked,” she said. “A father loses his son in Iraq and basically gets booted out
of the Natiorial Guard two years before he-could retire. In my opinion, it was just sort of a raw
deal.”

Emotionally ‘stuck’

After being dismissed from the Guard, Schmit’s condition worsened. He was treated briefly at a
hospital in Pueblo, Colo., then entered the Warrior Transition Battalion at Fort Riley, Kansas. It
was one of several programs set up by the Army to help wounded soldiers transition back into
the military or to civilian life. |



He was medically discharged from the Army in 2013 due to headaches, depression and post-
traumatic stress.

More than 1,000 pages of notes from the Minneapolis and St. Cloud VAs that Kim Schmit
obtained document his slide. The reports are dominated by words such as “resentment,”
“unresolved anger,” arid “hopelessness.”

Greg Schmit told of having vivid word-for-word eonversations with Josh in his dreams,
deseribed flashbacks of seeing his son’s dead body and discussed the once-a-week panic attacks
that put pain in his chest and blinded his eyes.

tort uf digtress, and ke experiences Foelinge of wurchiesaass. He vepbrred
shat: e hag unplesgant dreams absut thuse bwo gicuatiéns every night. He
dapcribed the drednn as “very vivid.* He stated chat 5e has *wozd forp
word* ¢inversaticns with Ris son in the dreans. He desoribed anotiher
dream ay “peing on trial* for hie work-velated igsues. He igdicated chat
the dveame cauge hin "a L0L* of distrews. He andorsed experi Leneing
¥laghbacka svary day, paying that *everybhing comes baek to hfa mind, s

He degoribed the flaghbacks as the “veoéfurrence of hig work aituatien®
angd his “monfs crizpy kedy.*  He doagoriboed beir ng confuged snd *Hlanking
SRt Lox 10-15 minuted. e endorsed cxperiencina emotional reachiviey
Bvary <Say.  Ho gets upget and experiences *mildn panie gywprons when
Fpeople 4o not lisgen to What he is saying. He degeribed having a
p"xy:sim reantion in whieh he hay A4 pain iz nis ehest asd *blindsin
cmng anTass oy wyew.* This happens wmoe per wiek. Hiz zesccisp lasts

An excerpt from Gregory Schmit's VA patient file.

In one meeting with a VA staff psychiatrist, Schmit admitted that he was emotionally “stuck.” In
@ 2013 session for medication management and supportive therapy, he spoke of having regular
nightmares and feelings of worthlessness. He also told the doctor he would attempt suicide if he

knew it wouldn’t hurt other people.

Two years later, after more counseling failed to help, Greg Schmit killed himself, The cause of
death was listed as intentional multiple drug overdose, with a. secondary cause llsted as major
depression-and post-traumatic stress disorder. He was 56.

Schmit was buried alongside his son at Fairview Cemetery in Willmar. Because he had been
fired, the Guard no longer considered him a member at the time of his death. Nor does it
contsider Schinit to be one of its suicide victims.

“The circumstances sutrounding the Schmit family are tragic,” the Guard said recently, when
asked to respond to his death, adding that its “thoughts and prayers ... are with the Schmit
family.”



Kim Schmit, meanwhile, has been left to shoulder the deaths.of two soldiers: a son killed just 10
days before he was to come home anda husband who blamed himself for the loss. She said her
son, like his father, “wanted to playthe Army game.” Greg encouraged Josh to enlist and when
Josh died, Greg “thought he killed his son in a roundabout way.”

Not long ago, Kim Schmit’s.co-workers ata St. Cloud medical clinic bought a stone slab that
features laser etchings:of pictures of Greg and Josh hoisting beers. The photos were taken when
the famiily visited Josh it Germany for his wedding,

The slabssits prominently inside Kim Schimit’s home. The insciiption reads: “You are now free
and our tears wish you luck.”

In Unit Stalked by
Suicide, Veterans Try
to Save One Another

Members of a Marine battalion thatservedina.
restive region in Afghanistan have been devastated
by the deaths of comrades and frustrated by the V.A.

By DAVE PHILIPPS
SEPT. 19,2015
After the sixth suicide in his old battalion, Manny Bojorquez sank onto his bed.
With a half-emipty bottle of Jim Beam beside him and a pistol in his hand, he
began to cry.

He had gone to Afghanistan at 19 as'a machine-gunner in the Marine Corps. In
the 18 months-since leaving the military, he had grown Tong hair'and a bushy
mustache. It was 2012. He was working part time in a store selhng baseball caps
and going to community college while living with his parents in the suburbs of
Phoenix. He rarely mentioned the warto friends and family, and he never
mentioned his nightmares.

He thought he was getting used to suicides in his old infantry unit, but the latest.
one had hit him like a brick: Joshua Markel, a mentor from his fire team, who
had seemed unshakable. In Afghanistan, Corporal Markel volunteered for extra
patrols and joked during firefights. Back home Mr. Markel appeared solid: a job
with a sheriff's office, a newtruck, a wife and time to hunt deer with his father.
But that week, while watching football on TV with friends, he had wordlessly
‘gone into his room, picked up a pistol and killed himself. He was 25.



Still reeling from the news, Mr. Bojorquez surveyed the old baseball posters on
the walls of his childhood bedroom and the sun-bleached body armor hanging
on his bedpost. Then he took a long pull from the bottle.

“If he couldn’t make it,” he recalled thinking to himself, “what chance do I
have?”

He pressed the loaded pistol to his brow and pulled the trigger.

Mr. Bojorquez, 27, served in one of the hardest hit military units in
Afghanistan, the Second Battalion, Seventh Marine Regiment. In 2008, the 2/7
deployed to a wild swath of Helmand Province. Well beyond reliable supply
lines, the battalion regularly ran low on water and ammunition while coming
under fire almost daily. During eight months of combat, the unit killed
hundreds of enemy fighters and suffered more casualties than any other Marine
battalion that year.

When its members returned, most left the military and melted back into the
civilian landscape. They had families and played softball, taught high school
and attended Ivy League universities. But many also struggled, unable to find
solace. And for some, the agonies of war never ended.

Almost seven years after the deployment, suicide is spreading through the old
unit like a virus. Of about 1,200 Marines who deployed with the 2/7 in 2008, at
least 13 have killed themselves, two while on active duty, the rest after they left
the military. The resulting suicide rate for the group is nearly four times the rate
for young male veterans as a whole and 14 times that for all Americans.




Photos of Manny Bojorquez, which his mother keeps at home, as a child and with members.of
the Second Battalion, Seventh Marine Regiment in Afghanistan. CraditTodd Heisler/The New
York Times:
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The deaths started a few months after the Marines returned from the war in
Afghanistan. A corporal put on his dress uniform and shot himself in his
dnveway Aformer sergeant shot himself in front of his glrlfrlend and mother.

An ex-sniper who pushed others to seek help for post-traumatic stress disorder
shot himself while alone in his apartment.

The problem has-grown over time. More men from the battalion killed

‘themselves in 2014 — four — than in any previous year. Veterans of the unit,

tightly connected by social media, sometimes learn of the deaths nearly as soon
as they happen, In November, a 2/7 veteran of three-.combat tours posted a
photo of his pistol on Snapchat with a note saying, “I miss you-all.” Minutes
later, he killed himself.

The most recent suicide was in May, when Eduardo Bojorquez, no relation to
Manny, overdosed on pills in his car. Men from the battalion converged from all
over the country for his funeral in Las Vegas, filing silently past the grave,
tossing roses that thumped on the plain metal coffin like drum beats.

“When the suicides started, I felt angry,” Matt Havniear, a onetime lance

‘corporal who carried a rocket launcher in the war, said in a phone interview

from Oregon. “The next few, I would just be confused and sad. Then at about
the 10th, I started feeling as if it was inevitable — that it is going to-get usall
and there is nothing we could do to stop it.”

For years leaders at the top levels of the government have acknowledged the

‘high suicide rate among veterans and spent heavily to try to reduce it. But the

suicides have continued, and basic questions about who is most at risk and how

best to help them are still largely unanswered. The authorities are not even
aware of the spike in suicides in the 2/7; suicide experts at the Department of

Veterans Affairs said they did not track suicide trends among veterans of
specific military units. And the Marine Corps does not track suicides of former
service members.

TFeeling abandoened, members of the battalion have turned to a survival strategy

they learned at war: depending on one another. Doing what the government has
not, they have used free software and social media to create a quick-response
system that allows them to track; monitor-and interverie with some of their
most troubled comrades.



Manny Bojorquez, 27, in the living room of his apartment in Mesa, Ariz. Credit
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Their system has made a few saves, but many in the battalion still feel stalked
by suicide.

“To this day I'm scared of it,” said Ruben Sevilla, 28, who deployed twice with
the 2/7 and now works for a warehouse management company called Legacy

SCS near Chicago. “If all these guys can do that, what’s stopping me? That’s
what freaks me out the most. I haven’t touched a gun since I got out of the

Marine Corps because I'm afraid to.”

The morning after Manny Bojorquez tried to shoot himself in 2012, he opened
his eyes to sunlight streaming in his window and found the loaded gun on the
floor. Through his whiskey headache, he pieced together that his gun had
jammed and that he had passed out drunk.

A week later, he stood alongside more than a dozen other Marine veterans
at Mr. Markel’s funeral in Lincoln, Neb. The crack of rifles echoed off the
headstones as an honor guard fired a salute.

Mr. Bojorquez offered his condolences to Mr. Markel’s mother after the funeral.
He thought about how life seemed increasingly bitter. The thrill of combat was
gone. Only regrets and flashbacks remained.



Mr. Markel’s mother pressed something into Mr. Bojorquez’s palm at the
funeral, a spent brass shell casing from the honor guard. Promise me, she said
to him, that you will never put your mother through this. Mr. Bojorquez
promised.

That began a three-year odyssey in which the deaths of his friends weighed on
Mr. Bojorquez, who tried repeatedly to get help from Veterans Affairs but
ultimately gave up.

“I was lost then. I still am kind of lost,” he said in a recent interview. “I was just
trying to look for something that wasn’t there. I was trying to look for an answer
that I don’t have — that no one does.”

Photo

Manny Bojorquez, second from left, at the funeral of Eduardo Bojorquez, a member of the 2/7
who took his own life in May. The two men were not related.CreditTodd Heisler/The New York
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He was wearing a bracelet etched with the names of four Marines: one who died
on the battlefield and three who died by their own hands at home.



‘The Forgotten Battalion’

In Afghanistan, after the men of the 2/7 realized the scope of their mission, they
began calling themselves “the Forgotten Battalion.”

In the spring of 2008, they deployed from their base at Twenty-Nine Palms,
Calif., to an untamed stretch of Afghanistan surrounding the city of Sangin.

Their job was to pacify a Taliban stronghold the size of Massachusetts that had
never been controlled by coalition troops, or anyone else. Opium poppies grew
in fields as vast as those of corn in the Midwest. Roads were pocked with the
rusting hulks of Soviet tanks destroyed in a different war.

The Marines were spread out in sandbag outposts, hours from reinforcements,
and often outnumbered. With the Pentagon focused on the surge in Iraq,
equipment was scant. There was no dedicated air support, few mine-sweeping
trucks, often no refrigeration. The only reliable abundance was combat.

“Machine guns, mortars, rockets, RPGs, I.E.D.s, constant fighting. It was like
the Wild West,” said Keith Branch of Austin, Tex., who was a 20-year-old
rifleman who patrolled a village called Now Zad.

In that village alone, two Marine platoons fired more than 2,500 mortar
rounds, called in 50,000 pounds of explosives from aircraft and killed 185
enemy fighters, battalion documents show.

Many of the Marines had deployed to Iraq just eight months before. At least two
had been shot by snipers and one was hit by a grenade in Iraq, but they were
redeployed to Afghanistan anyway. All three later killed themselves.

The L.E.D.s, or improvised explosive devices, plagued patrols. The first convoy
arriving in Sangin hit two. In the next two weeks, an I.E.D. hidden in a bicycle
killed a medic, an I.E.D. packed in a culvert killed three Marines in a Humvee,
and an L.E.D. discovered in a dirt lane killed a specialist trained to defuse the
explosives.

Manny Bojorquez spent the tour in a village called Musa Qala, where repeated
offensives failed to drive out the Taliban.

One evening his squad was patrolling single file across a field when the enemy
ambushed it on two sides. As the squad sprinted for cover, Mr. Bojorquez
watched a bullet hit a Marine in front of him, who crumpled to the dirt. Mr.

Bojorquez and another Marine grabbed the bleeding man and dragged him to a
ditch.

Pressed against the ground, readying his machine gun, Mr. Bojorquez looked
over and saw his teammate Corporal Markel laying down fire — with a steady
grin on his face. Together they showered the surrounding fields and houses



with bullets, providing cover for a medic. But the enemy pressed harder,
another Marine was hit and the outnumbered squad had to pick up and run.

“It’s funny. I was never scared. You just act. But it stuck with me,” Mr.
Bojorquez said.

By the end of the deployment, 20 Marines in the battalion had been killed and
140 had been wounded. Many lost limbs. Some were badly burned; others were
so battered by blasts that they can scarcely function day to day.

Others returned unscathed, but unable to fall in with civilian life. Members of
the battalion say what they brought home from combat is more complex than
just PTSD. Many regret things they did — or failed to do. Some feel betrayed
that the deep sacrifices made in combat seem to have achieved little. Others
cannot reconcile the stark intensity of war with home’s mannered expectations,
leaving them alienated among famll) and friends. It is not just symptoms like
sleeplessness or flashbacks, but an injury to their sense of self.

Where to Call for Help

The Department of Veterans Affairs maintains a hotline for veterans in crisis that
operates 24 hours a day. Call 1-800-273-8255 and press 1. Online,
visit veteranscrisisline.net/chat, or send a text message to 838255.

“Something happens over there,” said Mr. Havniear, whose best friend from the
battalion tried suicide by cutting his wrists after returning home, but survived.
“You wake up a primal part of your brain you are not supposed to listen to, and
it becomes a part of you. I shot an old woman. I shot her on purpose because
she was running at us with an RPG. You see someone blown in half, or you
carry a foot. You can try, but it is hard to get away from that.”

After Mr. Bojorquez returned home, he started having a recurring nightmare.
He was patrolling with his squad when bomb blasts killed everyone but him. As
the dust cleared, he looked up to see enemy fighters surging forward. He often
sat up in bed, thinking he was choking on his own blood.

One Mission’s Toll

Beginning in 2005, suicide rates among [raq and Afghanistan veterans started
to climb sharply, and the military and Veterans Affairs created a number of
programs to fight the problem. Despite spending hundreds of millions on
research, the department and the military still know little about how combat
experience affects suicide risk, according to suicide researchers focused on the
military.

Many recent studies have focused on whether deployment was a risk factor for
suicide, and found that it was not.
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The results appeared to show something paradoxical: Those deployed to war
were actually less likely to commit suicide. But critics of the studies say most
people deployed in war zones do not face enemy fire. The risk for true combat
veterans is hidderi in the larger results, and has never been properly examined,
they assert.

“They may have 10 times the risk, they may have 100 times, and we don’t know,
because no one has looked,” said Michael Schoenbatim, an epldemlologlst at
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

The men of the 2/7 overwhelmingly see a tie between combat and their suicide

problem. Not only were all of the men who committed suicide young

infantrymen who struggled with experiences of killing and loss, they say, but it

is possible to trace one traumatic moment forward and see how those involved

‘are now struggling.

Noel Guerrero and Manny Bojorquez were best friends in the battalion. As two
Mexican-Americans from the Southwest, they bonded in infantry school overa
love of Mexican hot sauce. In Afghanistan, they would share bottles sent from

‘home.

On one mission, Mr. Guerrero, then a 20-year-old lance corporal, was a

machine-gunner atop a truck at the lead of a supply convoy.. He said he was

good at finding L.E.D:s and oversix months had spotted almast a dozen that the

battalion was able to-avoid. But one day, the truck hit a b1g one, and the
explosion flung him agairist his gun turret,



Noel Guerrero keeps his dress uniform, with his Purple Heart, in his garage Mr Guerrero 28
Sald the war had left him with "a dark shadow you can never take away." ' sler

Mr. Guerrero crawled from the smoking vehicle, his head spinning. He watched
his sergeant’s Humvee roll in to help. Then suddenly, another blast swallowed
the sergeant’s truck in smoke. The truck shot up 10 feet and came down with a
crash, falling to its side. Then, chaos. The driver was trapped and screaming,
with his arm caught under the wreckage. A medic in the back was pinned by a
seat crushed against the truck’s ceiling. The sergeant was dead.

Before Mr. Guerrero could get to his feet to help, enemy fire started thudding
into the ground around him. He spotted his machine gun in the dirt, where it
had landed after being blown out of the truck, and with his vision still blurred,
he began to return fire.

Two other Marines, Cpl. Jastin Pak and Lance Cpl. Tanner Cleveland,
scrambled into the wreckage. Mr. Pak crouched over the driver, shielding him
until a line of Marines could lift the truck enough to free his arm. Mr. Pak and
Mr. Cleveland emerged covered with blood, clutching the wounded, then went
back for the remains of the sergeant. The platoon was out of body bags, so they
stuffed the sergeant’s remains into a sleeping bag.



When it was all over, Mr. Guerrero picked up a cigarette that had been blown
out of one of the trucks and lit it. After he exhaled, he noticed it was spotted
with blood. He smoked it anyway.

Since that day, Mr. Guerrero has blamed himself for the ordeal and has tried to
kill himself three times. Mr. Cleveland, 26, of Chicago, also tried suicide, and
Mr. Pak, of Oceanside, Calif., hanged himself in November.

“You come back and try to be a normal kid, but there is always a shadow on you,
a dark shadow you can never take away,” Mr. Guerrero, now 28, said in an
interview at his home in San Diego.

“Now, when I meet someone, I already know what they look like dead. I can’t
help but think that way. And I ask myself, ‘Do I want to live with this feeling for
the rest of my life, or is it better to just finish it off?’ ”

Lacking Data on Suicides

The first few suicides struck the men of the battalion as random. It was only
over time that they came to see the deaths as a part of their war story — combat
deaths that happened after the fact.

Cpl. Richard McShan died first. He had survived a truck bomb in Iraq before
deploying to Afghanistan. Four months after they returned, in the spring of
20009, he put on his dress uniform after an argument with his girlfriend and
shot himself in his driveway.

In December 2009, Pfc. Christopher G. Stewart hanged himself from a door in
his barracks.

In April 2010, Shawn Jensen, a sergeant who had just gotten out of the Marines
and moved home to rural Washington State to work in construction, shot
himself during an argument with his girlfriend and mother.

The Marines tended to chalk up these first suicides to foolish impulses or
prewar problems. Then came the death that shook the battalion, and prompted
many to ask whether something was wrong not just with the men who killed
themselves, but with them all.

Battalion Suicides

Thirteen Marines who deployed with the Second Battalion, Seventh Marine Regiment to

Afghanistan in 2008 later killed themselves. All were young, low-ranking infantry
troops.



APRIL 1, 2009

Cpl. Richard McShan, 23
DEC. 23, 2009

Pvt. Christopher G. Stewart, 21
APRIL 3, 2010

Sgt. Shawn Jensen, 27
MARCH 31, 2011

Cpl. Clay Hunt, 28
JULY 1, 2012

Cpnl. Jeremie Ross, 25
OCT. 6, 2012

Cpl. Joshua Markel, 25
DEC. 9, 2012

Lance Cpl. Ufrano Rios Jimenez, 23
JAN. 18, 2013

Cpl. Luis Rocha, 23
APRIL 12, 2014

Cpl. Elias Reyes Jr., 27
OCT. 6, 2014

Lance Cpl. Tyler Wilkerson, 27
NOV. 2, 2014

Cpl. Joseph Gellings, 29
NOV. 5, 2014

Sgt. Jastin Pak, 27
MAY 30, 2015

Lance Cpl. Eduardo Bojorquez, 25

Cpl. Clay Hunt had been a sniper in the battalion. After he got out of the Marine
Corps in 2009 after his second tour, his disenchantment with the war grew, and
he sought treatment from Veterans Affairs for depression and PTSD.

He became an outspoken advocate for young veterans, speaking openly about
his problems and lobbying for better care for veterans on Capitol Hill. In 2010,
he was featured in a public service message urging veterans to seek support
from their comrades.

At the same time, Mr. Hunt was fighting to get adequate care at the V.A,,
encountering long delays and inconsistent treatment, according to his mother,
Susan Selke of Houston.

Friends said Mr. Hunt had felt directionless. “There is so much isolation and
lack of purpose. We came home from war unprepared for peace, and we’ve had
to find a new mission,” said Jake Wood, who was also a sniper in the 2/7. “He
struggled to do that.”

Mr. Hunt shot himself in his apartment in Texas in March 2011. He was 28.
After years of lobbying by his family and veterans’ groups, Congress in February

passed the Clay Hunt Suicide Prevention for American Veterans Act, which
provides additional suicide prevention resources for Veterans Affairs.
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“When he died, all the guys, we couldn’t understand it,” said Danny Kwan of
San Gabriel, Calif., an ex-corporal who served two tours with Mr. Hunt. “He
had done exactly what he had been fighting against.”

At the time of Mr. Hunt’s suicide, Mr. Kwan was fresh out of the Marines. One
night when he was drunk and despondent over a recent breakup, he put a gun
to his head and pulled the trigger. He jerked the gun away as it fired, sending
the bullet through a wall.

“At the last moment I decided I wanted to live,” Mr. Kwan said. “We all have
our demons. Some more than others.”

No one knows whether the battalion’s suicide rate is abnormally high or a
common trait of fighting units hit hard by combat, because no one monitors
troops over time. In an era of Big Data, when algorithms can predict human
patterns in startling detail, suicide data for veterans is incomplete and years old
by the time it is available. The most recentdata is from 2011.

The Department of Veterans Affairs and the Pentagon say they have introduced
a new system, called the Suicide Data Repository, that is faster and more
complete.

But Dr. Harold Kudler, chief mental health consultant to the department, said
the military and V.A. did not share information that could allow the monitoring
of combat units over time.

“Might that be a good idea? It might be a good idea,” he said. “But it’s not in our
ability to achieve. It’s not our mission.”

A Pact to Help

In December 2012, Marines from the 2/7 converged on a small town in the
Central Valley of California for another funeral. A former radioman named
Ufrano Rios Jimenez had killed himself with a shot to the heart.

Mr. Rios had lost a leg in Afghanistan. Once home, he struggled with PTSD. But
he gave up on treatment at the V.A. and turned to alcohol, painkillers and
eventually heroin, according to his former girlfriend, Allison Keefer. After the
suicide of a friend from the battalion, Jeremie Ross, in J uly 2012, he quit work
and slipped into a deep depression.



Maria T. Jauregui stood by the shrine to her son, Elias Reyes Jr., that she keeps at her home in
Los Angeles. CreditTodd Heisler/The New York Times
At the funeral, Mr. Bojorquez stood with the others from the 2/7 as they shook
their heads and discussed what to do. A battle-hardened former corporal
named Travis Wilkerson spoke up.

Once a fearsome team leader in a deadly sector of Sangin, he was now working
as a night manager at a sandwich shop. He was one of several men from the
battalion who had changed their lives radically in search of peace, growing a
bushy beard and taking a vow of nonviolence.

“Real talk, guys, let’s make a pact, right here,” Travis Wilkerson said. “I don’t
want to go to any more funerals. Let’s promise to reach out and talk. Get your
phones out, put my number in. Call me day or night. I'm not doing this again.”

His twin brother, Tyler Wilkerson, who had served in the same platoon, stood
next to him. After the Marines, he had become a Buddhist and joined
Greenpeace. He said he agreed.

Then a three-tour former corporal named Elias Reyes Jr. stepped forward. He
had a long ponytail and a degree in philosophy from the University of
California, Los Angeles. He was hoping to attend medical school.

Enough of this, he said. One by one, the others joined the pact.

Just over a year later, Mr. Reyes killed himself. In combat, he had been
flattened by explosions several times and seen friends maimed and killed.



Back home, he was getting counseling at the V.A., family members said, but
faced delays and struggled to find a therapist who he felt understood him. In
April 2014, he hanged himself in his apartment.

“He was very religious, a Catholic,” his sister, Margarlta Reyes, said. “To do
what he did, he must have been in so much pain.’

News of his death was one more in a mounting pile of problems for Tyler
Wilkerson.
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A shrine to Tyler Wllkerson kept by his twin brother, Travis, left, sitting on a balcony at his
home in San Diego. CreditTodd Heisler/The New York Times

After the Marines, Tyler Wilkerson, also a Californian, became part of a

commandolike team of Greenpeace protesters. The job combined his love of
tactical missions and his vow of nonviolence.

But in March 2013, he was arrested after he and others trespassed to unfurl
giant banners that accused Procter & Gamble, the household products
company, of destroying rain forests.

In the months that followed, his girlfriend broke up with him and Greenpeace
fired him, leaving him alone with wartime memories that he had tried to
escape.
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He fatally shot himself in October 2014, a few weeks before he was to stand trial
for the Greenpeace action.

“He felt like he had lost everything,” Travis Wilkerson said. “He said his life
looked like this endless mountain he couldn’t see the top of.”

Other deaths soon followed.

A month later, a mortar man who had served three tours at war, Joseph
Gellings, killed himself at his home in Kansas.

He had tried mental health treatment at the V.A., but gave up after delays and
other frustrations, according to his longtime girlfriend, Jenna Passio. Instead,
she said, he drank and became reclusive. She eventually left him, taking their
daughter.

After their breakup, he posted to Facebook, “I'm done with life.” Other Marines
texted and called to check on him.

“Disregard guys, everything is fine,” he replied.
A short time later he shot himself in the head as Ms. Passio looked on in horror.

Realizing he was only wounded, he went into a bathroom in his home and shot
himself again.




A shrine dedicated to Jastin Pak at the home of Dimitri Karras, who was a Marine comrade, in
Oceanside, Calif. CreditTodd Heisler/The New York Times

As the news rocketed across Facebook the next day, Mr. Cleveland, who had
tried suicide, thought, “It’s to the point now where it’s like, ‘Who is next?’ ”

It was the friend who had helped Mr. Cleveland pull body parts from a
smoldering Humvee in Afghanistan, Jastin Pak. Three days after Mr. Gellings’s
death, Mr. Pak, 27, hanged himself from a pine tree in the mountains west of
his home.

On his desk, Mr. Pak left a completed “stressful incident form” that the veterans
hospital in San Diego gave him on his initial visit a few days before. It asked
him to list events from combat that were causing him anguish. He filled two
pages, starting with the killing of an older man in Iraq who had been unarmed
and finishing with placing the remains of the dead sergeant into a sleeping bag.

Failed Therapy

After the eighth suicide in the battalion, in 2013, Mr. Bojorquez decided he
needed professional help and made an appointment at the veterans hospital in
Phoenix.

He sat down with a therapist, a young woman. After listening for a few minutes,
she told him that she knew he was hurting, but that he would just have to get
over the deaths of his friends. He should treat it, he recalled her saying, “like a
bad breakup with a girl.”

The comment caught him like a hook. Guys he knew had been blown to pieces
and burned to death. One came home with shrapnel in his face from a friend’s
skull. Now they were killing themselves at an alarming rate. And the therapist
wanted him to get over it like a breakup?

Mr. Bojorquez shot out of his seat and began yelling. “What are you talking
about?” he said. “This isn’t something you just get over.”

He had tried getting help at the V.A. once before, right after Mr. Markel’s
funeral, and had walked out when he realized the counselor had not read his
file. Now he was angry that he had returned. With each visit, it appeared to him
that the professionals trained to make sense of what he was feeling understood
it less than he did.

He threw a chair across the room and stomped out, vowing again never to go
back to the V.A.

In recent years, suicide prevention efforts by the Department of Veterans
Affairs have focused on encouraging veterans to go to its hospitals for help, but
a bigger problem could be keeping them there.



In interviews, many Marines from the battalion said they received effective care
at the V.A. But many others said they had quit the treatment because of what
they considered long waits, ineffective therapists and doctors’ overreliance on
drugs.

Six of the 13 Marines from the battalion who committed suicide had tried and
then given up on V.A. treatment, discouraged by the bureaucracy and poor
results, according to friends and relatives.

A 2014 study of 204,000 veterans, in The Journal of the American Psychiatric
Association, found nearly two-thirds of Iraq and Afghanistan veterans stopped
Veterans Affairs therapy for PTSD within a year, before completing the
treatment. A smaller study from the same year found about 9o percent dropped
out of therapy.

The therapies, considered by the department to be the gold standard of
evidence-based treatments, rely on having patients repeatedly revisit traumatic
memories — remembrances that seem to cause many to quit. Evaluations of the
effectiveness of the programs often do not account for the large number of
patients who find the process disturbing and drop out.

Dr. Kudler of the Department of Veterans Affairs said data showed that 28
percent of patients drop out of PTSD therapy, but that most veterans stay in
treatment and report improvements.

He added that dropout is an issue in all mental health care, not just among
veterans, and that the department was constantly trying to provide alternative
types of therapy, like meditation.

Craig J. Bryan, a psychologist and an Iraq war veteran, said that “the V.A. has
done more to try to prevent suicide than anyone has done in the history of the
human race.” Mr. Bryan, who runs the National Center for Veterans Studies at
the University of Utah, added: “But most veterans who kill themselves do not go
to treatment or give up. They are not interested. That is the challenge.”

Mr. Bojorquez tried the system one more time out of desperation. After the
spate of suicides in 2014, he called and said he needed help. The V.A. had him
see a psychologist and psychiatrist.

He told them that he wanted therapy but no drugs. Too many friends had
stories of bad reactions. One, Luis Rocha, had taken a photograph of all his pill
bottles right before shooting himself.

“We get it, no drugs,” he recalled them saying. But on his way out, after
scheduling a return appointment in two months, he was handed a bag filled
with bottles of pills. He calmly walked to his car, then screamed and pounded
the steering wheel.
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He wanted to get better, so he started taking the medications — an
antidepressant, an anti-anxiety drug and a drug to help him sleep — but they
made him feel worse, he said. His nightmares grew more vivid, his urge to kill
himself more urgent.

After a few weeks, he flushed the pills down the toilet, determined to deal with
his problems on his own.

Fighting the Label

Increasingly, members of the battalion felt that at home, as in Afghanistan, they
were still the Forgotten Battalion. So they looked for help from the people they
counted on in Afghanistan: their fellow Marines.

In November, Mr. Branch, who was completing a degree in social work in
Texas, posted a request on Facebook asking the others to enter their addresses
in a Google spreadsheet. That way, if a Marine in Montana was worried about a

friend in Georgia, he could look on the spreadsheet and find someone nearby to
help.

“All of us are going through the same struggle,” Mr. Branch, now 28, said in an
interview. “If we can get someone there that a guy can relate to, we hope it will
make all the difference.”

The spreadsheet is part of a wider realization among young veterans that
connecting with other veterans — whether through volunteering, sports, art or
other shared experiences — can be potent medicine.

One battalion member started an organic farm intended to help veterans heal
by growing food. Another leads trips to bring together veterans with PTSD. Mr.
Wood, 32, the former sniper, founded a national network of veterans,

called Team Rubicon, that provides volunteer relief work after natural disasters.

“We did it because we really wanted to help others,” said Mr. Wood, of Los
Angeles. “We soon realized it would help us, too.”

Less than two weeks after the Google spreadsheet was created, a text message
popped up on the phone of a Marine veteran named Geoff Kamp. It was just
after 11 p.m. on a Wednesday in November.

Mr. Kamp, who had turned in early to be up for his shift with the Postal Service,
reached for the phone next to his bed, read the text, turned to his wife and said,
“I'm going to be gone for a while.”



Charles Gerard a member of 2/7, by Wildcat Creek a place he likes to visit near his home in

Rossville, Ind.CreditTodd Heisler/The New York Times

An hour earlier, a 27-year-old Marine veteran, Charles Gerard, had changed his
Facebook profile photo to an image of a rifle stuck in the dirt, topped with a
helmet — the symbol of someone killed in action. In a post, he wrote: “I can’t do
it anymore.”

After surviving an ambush in Afghanistan where several Marines were injured,
Mr. Gerard said, he was treated for PTSD by the Marine Corps. But when his
enlistment ended in 2011, so did his therapy. He tried to continue at the V.A,,
but long delays meant it was two years before he got any treatment, and even
then, he said, he found it ineffective.

He moved back to rural Indiana and worked at factories, but his anger frayed
ties with his friends and family. News that comrades from the battalion had
killed themselves pushed him deeper into despair. The night he changed his
profile picture, his girlfriend had left him.

Within minutes, the battalion’s response system kicked in. Mr. Havniear in
Oregon spotted the Facebook post and called a Marine in Utah who had been
Mr. Gerard’s roommate. They called Mr. Gerard immediately but got no
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answer. Mr. Gerard was parked in his pickirp by a lake outside of town with a
hunting rifle in his lap.

Desperate to head off another death, they opened the Google spreadsheet and.

found Mr. Kamp, 90 minutes away. Within 10 minutes, he was in his truck,
speeding north through the late anttumn corn stubble.

Mr. Kamp had never met Mr. Gerard. But he, too, had been injured in a
firefight, anid been dogged by guilt and anger afterward.

“Every.one of the guys that’s died, I see myself in them,” he said later in an
interview at his home. “It's like ‘you are always just one bad day away from that

being you.”

At the lake, Mr. Gerard propped his rifle against his head, ¢losed his eyes and
pulled the trigger. There was a click, then nothing.

He took a deep breath and checked the chamber. It was loaded, but the round
wasa dud. _

‘He decided the universe was telling him it was not'his time to die. He tossed his

remaining ammunition in the lake and drove home.
A few minutes later, Mr. Kamp knocked on the door:

They talked on the couch most of the night about relationships, work,
mortgages, combat, guys who did not make it home and the cold feelmg after
Afghariistan that you are alone even when surrounded by other people.

“We'll make it through this,” Mr. Kamp told him.

Mr. Kamp eventually called the s’h‘efiﬁ"’.s office for help, took the rifle for
safekeeping and stayed until paramedics took Mr. Gerard to the veterans
hospital in Indianapolis.



Geoff Kamp went to Mr. Gerard's aid after being notified by the 2/7's alert system on social

1litTodd Heisler/The New York Times

In March, members of the group used their informal network to intervene with
another battalion member in Louisiana. The jury-rigged system is far from
ideal, they said, but they are determined to make it work.

Mr. Gerard’s experience shows, however, that the system is only as good as the
V.A. treatment it is intended to connect to. The night he went to the psychiatric
ward at the Indianapolis veterans hospital, he said, he waited and waited for a
doctor to see him. After 24 hours, he gave up and checked himself out.

“There was no one there for me,” Mr. Gerard said in a quiet voice during a
recent interview at his home after a 12-hour night shift at an auto plant.

He looked pale and gaunt, a far cry from the tan and muscular Marine in photos
from Afghanistan. Garbage and unwashed dishes were piled up around him.
The curtains were drawn.

He crushed out a cigarette. The V.A.? “I've had nothing to do with them since,”
he said.



A Lifesaving Call

After swearing off the V.A., Manny Bojorquez turned increasingly to friends for
support. Late-night calls and texts with guys from the battalion seemed to help
more than therapy ever did.

He reconnected with Mr. Guerrero, who still shared his love of Mexican hot
sauce. The machine-gunner was living in California, in his last year of college,
and he had a baby boy:

“The guys we served with, they are the only ones we can really talk to,” Mr.
Bojorquez said in an interview.

But in November, Mr. Bojorquez got a text from Mr ‘Guerrero that upended
everything. “I'don’t think I can do this life anymore,’ 1t said.

Mr. Guerrero had never mentioned it to-others, but he still believed his. -
sergeant’ s death was his fault. If only he had yelled a warning, Orspotted the
LE.D. He was getting therapy and - medication for his: depression, but still often
woke up with a deep dread, as if he were sitting at the principal’s office, waiting
to be punished. Every day, he wore a braeelet etched with the sergeant’s name.

That night, Mr. Guerrero had been watching television with his wife after
church when somethmg snapped. He crumpled to the floor and backed into a
corner, crying, “I'm sorry, I'm sorry.”

He had 1ot smoked since the Marines, but pleaded with his wife to go out and
buy cigarettes. The panic and guilt were so excruciating that he decided the only
relief was to kill himself. He went onto his porch with shaking hands to text Mr.
Bojorquez to say goodbye.

Mr. Bojorquez called immediately. Mr. Guerrero picked up, sobbing, but after a
few words hung up.

A fear had crept over Mr, Bojorquez over the last year that he was doomed to
watch his friends die-one after another until he was the orily one left. At times,
he saw it as another reason to kill himself. But it was also motivation to break-
the pattern.

He knew he had to call 911, but hesitated. The call might land Mr: Guerrero in a
psychiatric ward or ruin his marriage, already strained. Worse, if the police
barged in, his friend might go berserk. Someone could get hurt. But what choice
was there_"

The police pounded on the door just as Mr. Guerrero put a handful of pills into
his mouth. He spent the next few weeks in a private, inpatient treatment
program for PTSD:.
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It was far from a cure. He said he was still deeply depressed and ashamed. He
still slept on the couch instead of in his wife’s bed, and he was not speaking to
his parents. But he was alive.

Six weeks later, Mr. Bojorquez drove out to visit him in San Diego. The 911 call
had not broken their friendship, but it had broken the long silence in which
neither mentioned what he had brought home from war.

They greeted each other in a hug. During a lunch at a nearby taqueria, Mr.
Bojorquez talked about the night he had put a gun to his head. Mr. Guerrero
talked about watching his sergeant’s Humvee explode and being so rattled
afterward that he did not care that his cigarette was flecked with blood. They
stayed long after the lunch crowd cleared out.

“This is good — us here like this,” Mr. Guerrero told his friend. “It’s the times
when I'm alone that I fear.”

They had found small ways to rebuild their lives. Mr. Guerrero had become a
rabid marathoner and was leading the youth band at his church. Mr. Bojorquez
was studying to join the United States Border Patrol and playing on a softball
team with his brother.




Mr. Guerrero on a mountain in San Diego at dawn, holding an ammunition box that he keeps
there for Marines who want to leave letters or sign their names.CreditTodd Heisler/The New
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At dawn the next morning, Mr. Guerrero took Mr. Bojorquez on his favorite run
to the top of a mountain behind his house. He had placed an old metal
ammunition box at the top, where Marines could leave letters and sign their
names. He dedicated it to the men of the Forgotten Battalion.

As they clambered up the trail, they talked about how hard it was to find
balance.

“The death of my brothers consumes me,” Mr. Guerrero said between breaths.
“It gives me this dark energy. I don’t know what to do, so I run. I run all the
time. I pray I never run out of trails to run.”

It was five winding miles to the summit. When they reached it, the two stood
side by side catching their breath and looking out at the dawn spreading over
the ocean. Mr. Bojorquez hung his arm over his friend’s shoulder.
Hummingbirds zipped through the pink light.

Mr. Guerrero broke the silence.

“I'm glad I got to share this with you,” he told his friend. “I wish I could bring
the whole battalion up here.”

Correction: September 23, 2015

An article on Sunday about the high number of suicides among a Marine battalion that
served in Afghanistan misidentified the association that sponsored a 2014 study of
204,000 veterans on post-traumatic stress disorder. It is the American Psychiatric
Association, not the American Psychological Association.

The Department of Veterans Affairs maintains a hotline for veterans in crisis that
operates 24 hours a day. Call 1-800-273-8255 and press 1, go
to veteranscrisisline.net/chat, or send a text to 838255.

A version of this article appears in print on September 20, 2015, on page A1 of the New
York edition with the headline: A Unit Stalked by Suicide, Trying to Save ltself



