Grace Under Fire At The Front
Bleeding badly, LIer tried to aid a comrade
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Rocky Point native John Fernandez was resting with his platoon near Najaf in central Iraq Thursday when a firestorm of artillery hit the encampment.

The West Point graduate was blown off his cot and landed in the dust, still stuck inside his sleeping bag, according to a report filed by a Miami Herald reporter who is embedded with U.S. troops.

When 1st Lt. Fernandez, 25, freed himself and looked down, he saw his feet had been partly blown off. Bleeding profusely, he crawled on his hands and knees toward the screams coming from a gunner in the cab of a nearby truck.

"I would've done anything to help him, but I couldn't pull him out," Fernandez told the Herald. The gunner later died.

Medics wrapped the ends of Fernandez's legs in gauze so thick and which became so bloody that it looked like red boxing gloves, the newspaper said. He was airlifted to Kuwait, and yesterday arrived in Spain, his family said.

He is scheduled to be transported soon to Walter Reed Medical Center in Washington, D.C., where his family hopes to be reunited with him.

"I'm lucky to have my husband and I'm going to see him and I can't wait," Fernandez's wife, Kristi, said yesterday from her parents' home in Nesconset, where she is staying. She added that Fernandez lost some of his toes and part of his feet, but was expected to recover and walk again.

The attack decimated Fernandez's platoon of about a dozen soldiers, his family said they were told by military officials. Three men were killed and four besides Fernandez were injured.

Fernandez was in charge of the unit, which operated a Multiple Launch Rocket System that included three rocket launchers.

It is still unclear exactly what happened, and the military is investigating, Kristi Fernandez said. She spoke briefly with her husband by telephone a couple of days ago when he was in Kuwait.

"He was on morphine so he was a little bit out of it," she said. "He just said how lucky he was."

She added that the family has been overwhelmed by a flood of telephone calls from people who have heard Fernandez was injured. "He's now reached celebrity status on Long Island," she said.

A 1996 graduate of Rocky Point High School, Fernandez was something of a local celebrity even before he went to Iraq. He was an all-county lacrosse player in high school, and went on to become the captain of the lacrosse team at West Point, from which he graduated in 2001.

He had been assigned to Charlie Battery 3-13 at Fort Sill in Lawton, Okla., when he and his unit were dispatched to Kuwait on Jan. 20. His family, including his parents John and Mary of Hampton Bays, last heard from him 10 days before the war began.

"He went over there because that was what he was asked to do," his father said. "He didn't think twice about it."

Now, his family is glad he is coming home alive.

"I feel very lucky," Kristi Fernandez said. "There's a lot of wives out there who can't say that right now." 
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