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The homecoming of Pfc. Lynch

For the first time since her dramatic rescue Jessica Lynch returns to her adoring hometown

ELIZABETH, W.Va.


They welcomed Pfc. Jessica Lynch back to the mountains where she grew up with a rousing celebration and a parade through town on Tuesday, but the town was different than when she left, and so was Lynch.

This is how a war hero comes home: transformed forever, to a place that never again will be the same for her. 

"I've read thousands of stories that said when I was captured, I said, 'I'm an American soldier too.' Those stories were right," Lynch said Tuesday afternoon in her first public statement since her capture March 23 by Iraqi forces and subsequent rescue by U.S. troops --an ordeal that made her a symbol of the war. 

"Those were my words. I am an American soldier too."

Lynch, like a homecoming queen in a black beret, returned Tuesday from the Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington. As she faced her adoring public for the first time, she seemed unsure how to respond when her brother, Army Spec. Greg Lynch Jr., rolled her wheelchair onto a dais at Sportsman Park on the banks of the Little Kanawha River--a normally peaceful site now choked with satellite trucks and teeming with members of the news media.

Flanked by family members, she appeared healthy and fit as she read a short statement. But her eyes often were downcast or faraway, and her smile was thin at first.

"For a long time I had no idea so many people knew I was missing," she said. "But I'm beginning to understand, because I've read thousands of cards and letters--many of them from children--that offer messages of faith and hope."

What happened to Lynch in Iraq made her an American hero, but it also placed her at the center of a debate. Did U.S. troops make her rescue from an Iraqi hospital unnecessarily dramatic, and did the Pentagon overstate the risks?

It's a debate Lynch cannot join because she suffered head injuries and cannot recall many of the events in question, according to a doctor who treated her. But Iraqi staffers at the hospital where she was rescued April 1 have said there was no Iraqi military presence and no resistance from medical personnel when U.S. troops stormed the medical facility in the middle of the night and carried her away.

On Tuesday, Lynch thanked her doctors, nurses and physical therapist, then alluded to the debate.

"I am also grateful to several Iraqi citizens who helped save my life while I was in their hospital," she said. "And then a unit of our Special Forces did save my life."

Lynch's 507th Maintenance Company convoy was ambushed March 23 after making a wrong turn near the southern Iraqi city of Nasiriyah. Lynch, a 20-year-old Army supply clerk who had joined the military to get an education and planned to become a kindergarten teacher, received multiple broken bones and other injuries when her Humvee was hit by a rocket-propelled grenade and crashed into another vehicle in the convoy--injuries for which she is undergoing rehabilitation.

Eleven soldiers from the convoy were killed, including the driver of the Humvee, Lori Ann Piestewa. Lynch and five others were taken prisoner.

"I'm happy that some of the soldiers I served with made it home alive. It hurts that some of my company didn't. I miss Lori. She was my best friend. She fought beside me, and it was an honor to have served with her."

Lynch left the hospital Tuesday in an HH 60 L Sikorsky Black Hawk helicopter, landed in Martinsburg, W.Va., to have lunch with family members and departed for her home in Wirt County. Among the handful of people with her on the aircraft were her cousin, 1st Sgt. Dan "Uncle Jake" Little and her nurse, Staff Sgt. Paula Tucker.

At 1:48 p.m., the helicopter flew over the homecoming site, dubbed Camp Jessica, then landed about five minutes away, just outside Elizabeth. Lynch rode into town in a red Mustang convertible in the middle of a motorcade.

"This is the homecoming for all homecomings," Gov. Bob Wise said. Lynch shared the dais with Wise, her mother and father, her younger sister, Brandy, and her brother, Greg, who introduced his younger sister.

"The day I found out Jessica was missing was a heart-struck day. . . . We prayed day in and day out, not knowing what would happen or what we would hear," Greg Lynch said.

"As a child I used to think I was setting an example for Jessica. But today I stand before you and say ... I view her as a role model for myself."

Neither Lynch nor members of her family who flanked her on the dais took questions from reporters, and they did not discuss details of her capture and rescue.

After speaking briefly, Lynch rode on the back of the Mustang through Elizabeth, a town of 1,000 people living in modest clapboard houses.

Lynch waved and smiled to the people of Wirt County, which is the least populous county in West Virginia with a population of 6,000 and is devoid of stoplights.

Then she rode to her parents' home in the nearby unincorporated village of Palestine, population 200. Nestled against a wooded mountainside on Mayberry Run Road, the white-frame home recently underwent a thorough renovation. It is surrounded by dirt and cordoned off by yellow police tape.

"They're going home and they're going to attempt to get some peace and quiet," family spokesman Randy Coleman said.

Before Lynch became famous, a person could ride a bike across the street in Elizabeth without fear of being run over, weeds grew in the gutter along the curb and heroes wore shoulder pads. But this week her hometown in the mountains of West Virginia was clogged with traffic and filled with an excitement that transcended even that of a high school football game.

Signs throughout Wirt County welcomed Lynch. "Prayers for the Lynch family," read the sign at Merrill Chapel, a little cinderblock church on a wooded hillside, where the only sound was the wind as it played in the trees and rustled the faded American flags on the graves of long-dead war veterans in the church cemetery.

Yellow ribbons, some bleached near-white by the sun, had been tied around or fastened on almost everything in the county.

This is a ruggedly beautiful part of the world, with lush, green mountains trimmed in Queen Anne's lace, panoramic valleys and a succession of blind curves to quicken the pulse and take the breath away. Around each was another reminder of Pfc. Lynch.

"Welcome to Elizabeth," one sign read. "Home of Ex-P.O.W. Jessica Lynch." On the front of the courthouse in Elizabeth a sign read, "Jessi is found, praise the Lord." On a barn in Palestine: "Thank you God 4 saving Jessica."

"She's in good spirits," said Coleman, also a spokesman for the West Virginia Department of Military Affairs and Public Safety.

Coleman said Lynch still was recovering from multiple broken bones, including breaks in her left leg, her right foot and her upper right arm.

Lynch's other injuries included a fractured disc in her back and a severe cut on her head, Coleman said.

"She's got a long rehabilitation ahead of her," he said. "She's got a long way to go."

Before Lynch returned home Tuesday, police led bomb-sniffing dogs through the big, white tent under which reporters from more than 250 news organizations were gathering. The state Department of Natural Resources had a man in a boat on the river.

"It's usually real quiet around here," said Nick Busch, 16, a summer intern at the Wirt County Assessor's office. "The biggest thing that happens is the county fair in August."

Then there's the gospel sing and the high school football team's bingo fundraiser, both of which were among the front-page headlines in the Wirt County Journal for July 16.

"News here is, like, ice cream socials," Busch said.

Almost uniformly the townspeople here don't care about the debate over whether U.S. troops made Lynch's rescue from an Iraqi hospital unnecessarily dramatic. They don't care whether the Pentagon overstated the risks.

"It didn't bother us because we never had any doubt in our minds," said Diane Ludwig, executive director of the Little Kanawha Area Development Corporation. "This is a young girl, and she was grievously hurt, and regardless of what happened, we knew she was there doing what she was supposed to do. And we just want her home and to get healed up."

Jane McFee, 79, swept the sidewalk Monday in front of the American Legion hall as her husband, Jack, refilled the soft-drink vending machine there with Orange Slice and Mug Root Beer--50 cents a can.

"The city didn't finish its curb work," McFee said.

"We're so proud of Jessica we don't know what to do. She was so determined to be somebody, but there were no jobs here. This little town doesn't have something for the future for kids like bigger towns. Her brother was in the service. She wanted to go too."

Dustin Wamack, 13, sat at a street corner on his bike, waiting to cross but not seeing the opportunity to do so -- "Too much traffic," he said.

"It's pretty cool to see this town this busy," he added. "It's usually only this busy for football games or something."

Tuesday's event took place near the banks of the Little Kanawha River, a popular means of recreation here. Locals boat, ride Jet Skis and fish on the river. It contains muskie, bass, crappie and white perch.

Lynch, who grew up a tomboy, loves to fish.

"She was just a country kid," said a cousin, Pam Nicolais. "She hunted, went four-wheeling. She really did live a strict life, but she got to do fun things."

Whether this little town can once again stir the imagination of Pfc. Lynch remains to be seen. Tuesday afternoon, under hot, sunny skies filled with buzzing news and state police helicopters, the courthouse clock chimed an hourly countdown to her return and the beginning of a future she almost didn't have.

Then the smallest person at the dais shifted forward in her wheelchair, leaned toward the microphone and said: "Hi. Thank you for being here.

"It's great to be home."

