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“Thank You”—But, Is It Enough? 
 
 
 
 
 
 “I was a war casualty, too,” an injured Vietnam veteran’s ex-wife stated.  She described 

herself as a “failed caregiver” because “I did everything I knew how to do, and he abandoned 

us.” She had been married to a member of the Air Force for seven years when he was discharged 

from military service. After that he lost his eyesight and suffered from post-traumatic stress as an 

aftermath of his military duty. 

 This caregiver had called in to NPR where Lee Woodruff, author and wife of Bob 

Woodruff, a co-anchor of ABC’s World News Tonight, was being interviewed. While being 

embedded with the military in Iraq, an explosive device went off near the tank Bob was riding 

and he suffered a traumatic brain injury.  

 Ms. Woodruff talks about her book, In an Instant, where she describes how the two of 

them and their family put their lives together. In the interview she says, “I remember bringing 

Bob home…from his inpatient rehabilitation, and he was still missing sixteen centimeters of his 

skull…And I remember looking at the nurses as they handed me a giant Ziploc of all of his 

medication, and I thought, well wait a minute. This is me? Like I’m in charge now? Hang on. 

Nobody’s prepared me for this.” 

 On Memorial Day, Americans remember and honor the men and women who put 

themselves in harm’s way to protect the freedoms we hold dear. Many of these lost their lives 

and many more are suffering the after-affects in body, mind, and spirit. Those whose lives have 

been altered by traumatic injuries often require caregivers. Ten million family caregivers—



mother and fathers, wives and husbands, and children-- step forward to tend to the needs of these 

Loved Ones whose lives have been drastically changed. They are the unsung heroes of every 

war. 

 More than 320,000 of the wounded Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans have some form of 

brain injury; 60,000 are paralyzed.  All over the country, family caregivers are changing adult 

diapers on bedridden sons, encouraging amputees, and consoling daughters with nightmares. 

Marriages suffer; 85-90% do not survive a brain injury, which includes combat stress and post-

traumatic stress disorder. 

 Ms. Woodruff says, “We need to support those who have raised their hands to go 

overseas and have come home different, injured, wounded. And we need to support those who 

are caring for them.” 

 Former Marine, Sherman Gillums Jr., is an advocate for veterans with disabilities. He is 

working on ways for Americans to show their gratitude to those who have served and those who 

now care for them, most of the time women (studies have shown 96% of family caregivers of 

veterans are women). The passage of the Caregivers and Veterans Omnibus Health Services Act 

of 2011 allowed the Department of Veterans Affairs to extend services to caregivers of veterans.  

Gillums says, “Caregivers who were eligible for the program no longer face the burden alone or 

have to sacrifice their own well-being as they tend to the needs of their Loved Ones. …the 

accrued, hidden cost of war is often behind closed doors, in the homes of those families who deal 

with the everyday lifelong realities of catastrophic injury, both mental and physical.” 

 Wanda, dedicated to her husband’s care, takes advantage of assistance three times a week 

through VA Community Health Care Services. She had mentioned during a social work home 

visit that she had not been to the doctor because she could not leave her husband alone. Respite 

services are now in place.  Call VA’s Caregiver Support Line (1-855-260-3274) or visit 

www.caregiver.va.gov/support/support_benefits.asp for information about services available to 

caregivers. 

Licensed caring professionals can (1)inform about assistance available through VA; 

(2)help access services and benefits; (3)connect with a local family caregiver support coordinator 

at a VA medical center nearby; (4)listen; (5)arrange  caregiver education and training;  (6) 

provide a monthly stipend based on level of care; (7) deliver mental health services; (8) help  

access health insurance; (9) set up  respite care; (10) monitor a veteran’s well-being; and more. 



 

 All caregivers run the risk of deteriorating health, because as Lee Woodruff said, “Putting 

yourself in second place is the definition of a caregiver.” Studies show that those caring for 

injured veterans take a greater hit to themselves because, for one thing, often the caregiving goes 

on for a very long time. One caregiver who came to Ozaukee County’s Caregiver Coffee, was 

taking care of her husband with injuries from frostbite suffered in the Korean conflict.   

Caregivers of injured war veterans in Ozaukee County may benefit from attending a 

Caregivers Coffee, a casual support group for those attending to the care of Loved Ones. In June 

the three groups will meet Tuesday, June 6, at the Providence Place, 815 Washington St., 

Grafton, from 6:00 -7:30 p.m.; Tuesday, June 13, at the County Administration Building from 

10:15 – 11:45 a.m.; and Wednesday, June 28, from 9:30 to 11:00 a.m. at St. John’s Lutheran 

Church, corner of Port Washington Rd. and Lakefield Rd., Grafton. Care for the Loved One is 

available at the latter site. Call Barbara Lindholm at 262 376-4328 for information. 
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