
Patrick Flanagan has a me-
morial in his Arden yard for 
Casey Owens, a decorated 

Marine veteran who couldn’t cope 
with the a!ermath of war and took 
his own life. 

“He was my third friend to com-
mit suicide " but I’ve now had four 
die that way,” said Flanagan, who 
deployed two times to Iraq, one to 
Afghanistan and one to Kyrgyzstan, 
as a #re#ghter and medic for the Air 
Force.

He #nds the U.S. Department of 
Veterans A$airs statistic that 20-22 
veterans die by suicide every day to 
be a reality check about just how 
many men and women in national 
defense fall through the cracks when 
they return home. 

VA data shows among troops who 
deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan, 
those most likely to have seen com-
bat are 10 times more likely to take 
their lives than their civilian peers. 

By 2017, the suicide rate for vet-
erans had reached 1.5 times the rate 
for civilian adults in the U.S., accord-
ing to the VA.

%e agency maintains that more 
veterans have commi&ed suicide in 

the last decade than died in the Viet-
nam War. %e U.S. su$ered more 
than 58,000 fatalities in that con'ict, 
which spanned 20 years. 

 Flanagan said the primary reason 
for these deaths is simple and yet 
complex. %e ghastly nature of war 
exposes troops to horrors that they 
will never be able to forget. Some-
times they are called upon to do 
things that upset the moral order, 

such as take the life of a child that 
the enemy hid behind on the ba&le-
#eld.

“Every time you go over there, you 
leave a li&le piece of you behind,” 
Flanagan summarized.

Shockingly, federal statistics show 
that almost 70% of veterans who 
killed themselves did not receive 
healthcare services from the VA in 
the lead-up to their suicides. 

In Owens’ case, an alcohol addic-
tion to cope with physical and men-
tal injuries led to a severe depression 
and a feeling of hopelessness that 
even mental health services couldn’t 
overcome, said Flanagan. 

He met Owens, a veteran of Iraq 
who lost both legs to a roadside 
bomb during a rescue mission " 
the number one killer of troops in 
the Middle East " at a PTSD (Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder) clinic in 
Colorado.

%e two men bonded because of 
their shared front-line experiences. 
Flanagan tried to buoy up  Owen’s 
spirits when the physical pain of his 
disability became too unbearable, or 
he was tortured by memories of war.  

“He used to scream from the pain 
of his feet and they weren’t there,” 
said Flanagan.

Owens was 22 and barely a month 
into his second deployment in Al 
Anbar Province of Iraq when the 
vehicle he was riding in to reach an 
injured Marine struck two anti-tank 
mines. %e explosion resulted in his 
le! leg being amputated below the 
knee and his right amputated just 
above the knee. He also sustained 
a Traumatic Brain Injury that made 
his mental recovery more di(cult. 
(See related story this page about 
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THE BATTLE NEVER ENDS
Combat veterans across 
the country struggle with 
mental health; Patrick 
;ěÁĢÁúÁĢ�ŅäƉäÚőŉ�ĩĢ�Ăĩū�ĂĆŉ�
friend was one of many to 
fall through the cracks

RaeLynn Ricarte
Statesman-Examiner

Contributed photos
Casey Owens is shown while deployed as a Marine infantryman in Al Anbar Province, Iraq. Owens lost his legs in a roadside 
bomb explosion and took his own life in 2014 after a battle with physical and mental health issues. 

Patrick Flanagan’s memorial to Casey 
Owens is set up in his Arden yard.

See BATTLE on Page A6
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Early election results
President – Joseph Biden (D) v. Donald Trump (R)
  Local       State

Governor – Jay Inslee (D) v. Loren Culp (R)
  Local       State

Lt. Governor – Denny Heck (D) v. Marko Liias (D)
  Local       State

    Heck (Blue), Liias (White)               Heck (Blue), Liias (White)

Secretary of State – Kim Wyman (R) v. Gael Tarleton (D)
  Local       State

State Treasurer – Mike Pellicciotti (D) v. Duane Davidson (R)
  Local       State

State Auditor – Pat McCarthy (D) v. Chris Leyba (R)
  Local       State

Attorney General – Bob Ferguson (D) v. Matt Larkin (R)
  Local       State

Com of Public Lands – Hilary Franz (D) v. Sue Pederson (R)
  Local       State

Congressional – Cathy McMorris Rodgers (R) v. Dave Wilson (D)
  Local    District 5

Stevens Commissioner No.1 –    
Wes McCart (R) v. Michael Bell (D)
  Local

Stevens Commissioner No.3 –    
Greg Young (R) v. Malcolm Friedman (I)
                Local

67.36%     30.35%       58.41%                            38.41%

70.93%     28.80%       57.02%                            42.66%

37.28%     22.55%       46.04%                            33.55%

73.56%     26.34%       57.02%                            42.66%

71.23%     28.70%       53.73%                            46.17%

67.92%     31.94%       58.38%                            41.53%

69.58%     30.25%       56.80%                            43.09%

69.09%     30.78%       57.06%                            42.84%

72.62%     27.12%       60.96%                            38.84%

64.51%     34.69%   

59.57%     40.21%   

After the second count on Friday, the Stevens County 
Election’s Office reports a 64.12% voter turnout in the 
Nov. 3 general election. A third count of ballots takes 
place on Wednesday. 
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Stevens County had a strong Re-
publican showing in the Nov. 3 gen-
eral election and two county commis-
sioners, Greg Young and Wes McCart, 
rode to victory on the “red wave.”

Greg Young is a newcomer to the 
political scene and was chosen to rep-
resent District 3 by a 59.57% margin, 
or 12,236 votes. His challenger, Mal-
colm Friedman, was running unaffil-
iated and, although he held top spot 
after the August primary, he ended up 
with 8,259 votes, or 40.21%

“I can’t even express how much 
support I have gotten since the elec-
tion,” said Young, who will leave his 
jail supervisor role for his first elected 

office.)  
“People I don’t even 

know have reached 
out to me " it’s hum-
bling and overwhelm-
ing.”

He acknowledges 
that a steep learning 
curve awaits him and 
said his first move in 
the new office will be to get to know 
what each department does, and per-
haps take a few ride-alongs with the 
Public Works crew.)  

“I’ve been mostly a ‘basement 
dweller’ [jail is in the lower level of 
the county courthouse] so I really 
only know how the judicial system 
works. I am looking forward to get-
ting to meet everyone who works for 

the county and learn-
ing what they do and 
what they believe 
needs to change.”

Sheriff Brad Manke 
is now scrambling to 
figure out how to fill 
the vacancy left by 
Young " especially 
when there is already 
a staffing shortage "  and said his 
“best jail employee” will be sorely 
missed.

“It’s a double-edged sword for me,” 
said Manke. “It’s going to be difficult 
to replace him but, as a friend of law 
enforcement, I know that he’s keep 
public safety foremost in mind for the 

Greg Young

McCart, Young in as commissioners
RaeLynn Ricarte
Statesman-Examiner

See COUNTY on Page A2

Wes McCart

Republicans 
win big in 
local races,  
but not state

Statesman-Examiner

Stevens County mailed 
ballots for the Nov. 3 gen-
eral election to 33,975 vot-
ers and the return rate was 
64.12% as of press time on 
Monday. 

There are still 4,000 bal-
lots remaining to be count-
ed and the next report on 
numbers will be issued 
about noon on Thursday, 
Nov. 12, according to the 
local elections office. The 
final results will be certified 
on Nov. 24. 

Below are the latest re-
ported numbers on how 
Stevens County voted:

Stevens County 
Commission District 1
Republican Wes Mc-

Cart is the winner with 
13,285 votes, or 64.51% of  

See LOCAL on Page A2

Courtesy photo
Republic Police Chief Loren Culp is shown prior to taking a leave of absence to run a gubernatorial 
campaign against Democrat Jay Inslee. Culp is now without a job (see story about issue, Page A4).

INSLEE BEATS 
CULP, REPUBLIC 

NIXES POLICE 
CHEIF JOB 

INSLEE BEATS 
CULP, REPUBLIC 

NIXES POLICE 
CHIEF JOB 
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this medical condition). 
!ere were complications 

with Owens’ surgeries and he 
spent time at several major 
military hospitals undergo-
ing numerous procedures and 
therapies. His amputations 
failed to heal properly and 
surgeons took more of his 
right leg. 

When his resources 
through the VA were gone, 
Owens had to foot the bill for 
care as his body continued 
to resist healing. He received 
help from several charitable 
organizations to cover the 
cost of hyperbaric oxygen 
therapy in Louisiana.

!at treatment infuses ox-
ygen-rich plasma into tissue 
that is dying because of depri-
vation due to a severe injury. 
!e infusion encourages the 
formation of new collagen 
and skin cells for healing. 

Owens openly admi"ed to 
reporters in several interviews 
over the next 10 years that he 
kept relapsing in his ba"le to 
overcome alcohol addiction 
because he was not able to 
leave behind the experiences 
that changed his life.

“Nah, no. I don’t think I will 
ever be free. I don’t think the 
burden of war is ever gone... I 
could be in a room with a 100 
people, but I’d still be alone,” 
he told a CBS reporter in 
2012.

Although he tried to go 
to college to start a new life, 
his TBI proved a barrier to 
success in that arena. Ow-
ens then threw himself into 
Paralympic sports, moving 
to Aspen, Colorado, but he 
found himself back in rehab 
a#er a drunk driving arrest.

Flanagan understood the 
lure of alcohol because drink-
ing provided temporary peace 
from the nightmares during 
sleep and the clamor in his 
mind during waking hours. 

As a trained combat med-
ic, Flanagan helped stabilize 
patients with “sucking chest 
wounds” and other cata-
strophic injuries on the bat-
tle$eld. He sometimes drove 
the ambulance and, at others, 
worked in the emergency 
room of a $eld hospital. 

Flanagan recalls trying to 
save the life of a 2-year-old 
girl with gunshot wounds 

who had been caught in the 
cross$re between the enemy 
and U.S. troops. !ere were 
other children with shrapnel 
wounds and villagers seeking 
medical a"ention for a vari-
ety of ailments because they 
knew U.S. troops had the 
right supplies. 

“You pre"y much did ev-
erything,” said Flanagan.

As a $re$ghter, he also re-
sponded to airplane crashes, 
such as the KC-135R, with 
the call sign Shell 77, that 
crashed shortly a#er a 2013 

takeo% in Kyrgyzstan, claim-
ing the lives of its crew. Back 
in the states, he was called 
upon to help extinguish 
&ames when a C-130 crashed 
while dumping retardant on 
a wild$re in Edgemont, S.D., 
among other emergencies. 

Flanagan’s deployments 
into Middle East combat 
zones began in 2007 and 
wound up in 2010. He would 
not leave the military for 
another two years and he 
found himself plagued with 
survivor’s guilt, a common 

reaction among troops when 
someone walks away from a 
tragic event that claims the 
lives of their ba"le buddies. 

“While I was over there, it 
seemed like every morning 
was waking up to a mortar 
a"ack or someone shooting 
at me from a house full of ci-
vilians when we le# the base,” 
recalls Flanagan. “I $nally ad-
opted the  mentality, ‘When 
it’s my time, it’s my time,’ as a 
way to cope.”

Like many returning com-
bat veterans, he o#en felt like 

an outsider around Ameri-
cans who never had to worry 
about a roadside bomb inter-
rupting their travel or not hav-
ing a hot shower on demand, 
among other amenities. 

“When I got back home to 
safety, all I could think about 
was that I should be back 
there with the people who 
were still  $ghting,” said Fla-
nagan.

He said Iraq and Afghani-
stan citizens would o#en line 
the roads where U.S. troops 
traveled to wave and show 

their gratitude for the help 
they were receiving to stop 
terrorism. But when troops 
returned home, they found 
America largely apathetic 
about the sacri$ces being 
made to protect them. 

“When I was having a 
rough day, I’d call Casey and 
when he was having a rough 
day, he’d call me,” said Flana-
gan of that transition time.

!e calls between the men 
stopped on Oct. 16, 2014, 
when Owens could no lon-
ger cope with the trauma. He 
killed himself at the age of 32 
and there was no hero’s fan-
fare to mark his passing. 

Flanagan, now 39, grieved 
the loss of his friend and, six 
years later, still gets emotional 
when talking about the un-
timely death. !e memorial 
in his yard is his personal trib-
ute to Owens. 

A#er returning to civilian 
life in 2015, Flanagan believes 
parenting his daughter, now 
14, and son, now 17, gave him 
a purpose that kept hope alive 
on tough days. 

He had learned from Ow-
ens’ example not to allow 
alcohol to become his medi-
cation, which he admits was a 
struggle at times. 

“I adapted back pre"y well, 
for the most part,” he said. 

Flanagan has put his mili-
tary training to use in his job 
as a wildland initial a"ack air-
cra# dispatcher for the U.S. 
Forest Service. 

He said that veterans, like 
society as a whole, have to 
make choices about how they 
are going to deal with hard-
ships and develop their own 
sense of purpose that gives 
life meaning. Sometimes, they 
just need a hand-up or a li"le 
outside support to get there, 
sometimes they need a lot. 

“It’s di%erent for every-
body,” he said. 

Flanagan has also found 
a social network as part of 
the Patriots Shooting Team 
in Stevens County. He said 
being around other veterans 
feels comfortable because 
they share the same gallows 
humor and can talk freely 
about their issues. Plus, they 
are competitive and enjoy the 
opportunity to show o% their 
$rearm skills.

“It’s something that’s chal-
lenging and it’s also therapeu-
tic because we have all been 
through something together,” 
said Flanagan. 
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Photo courtesy Patrick Flanagan
Patrick Flanagan in 2007 while stationed in Balad, Iraq. Flanagan spoke with the Statesman-Examiner about dealing with mental health 
issues connected to war and losing friends who served to suicide.
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“It seemed like every morning, [I] was waking up to a mortar attack 
or someone was shooting at me from a house full of civilians and 
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‘When it’s my time, it’s my time,’ as a way to cope.”

— Patrick Flanagan on adapting to war

VETS HELPING VETS
Dr. Robert Gumm, an Army veteran from 

Colville who now serves as the Veterans Ser-
vice O'cer for four counties, found himself 
asking God tough questions at the uneral of 
a young Marine who commi"ed suicide nine 
years ago a#er three deployments. 

“I found myself asking God, 'Why didn't 
you let the gun mis$re?’ and ‘Why did you let 
this happen?’”

Gumm felt that God was also seething with 
anger about the loss of Sgt. Charles Henry, 27, 
who shot and killed himself at Camp Lejeune 
in North Carolina on Oct. 13, 2011. 

Gumm had go"en to know Henry while 
serving as the youth leader at the Springdale 
Community Church, and had baptized him. 

“We clicked like two peas in a pod,” said 
Gumm of mentoring Henry, who enlisted in 
the Marines a#er graduating from Mary Walk-
er High School in Springdale. 

!rough the years, Gumm kept in touch 
with Henry but life got busy for both of them 
( Henry married and had two sons (  so 
communication grew more sporadic over the 
next eight years.

Henry completed two tours in Iraq as a ba-
sic ri&eman and one in Afghanistan, each of 
which apparently added to his internal con-
&icts, said Gumm.

“I was so angry at myself for not following 
up on this bad feeling I had about him three 
days before he died. I never take anything like 
that for granted now,” he said. 

!rough that experience, and his work with 
veterans in Stevens, Ferry, Pend Oreille and 
Lincoln counties, Gumm believes that undiag-
nosed Traumatic Brain Injuries play a big role 
in the depression and mental health problems 
that plague many returning veterans. 

“TBI brings physical trauma and chemical 
changes,” he said. “Every injury is di%erent, it 
depends on what part of the brain gets hurt.”

Like Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, TBI is 
referred to as a “hidden wound” by the Depart-
ment of Veterans A%airs because it can't be seen 
but drastically a%ects the ability of a veteran to 
cope with reintegration challenges.

Roadside bombs have been the number one 
killer of troops in the Middle East. Since the 
war in Afghanistan began in 2001, vehicles 

used by U.S. troops have been re-designed to 
take hits from bombs and protect the occu-
pants, with a 90% survival rate among troops 
who are now blown up.

As a counter measure, enemy $ghters began 
building bombs of greater intensity to over-
come the protection a%orded ground units 
with upgraded vehicles. !is has resulted in 
more powerful explosions that cause brain and 
spinal cord injuries, and sometimes even break 
bones. 

When a bomb detonates, scientists have es-
timated that the pressure in a shock wave can 
be up to 1,000 times atmospheric pressure. 
!e blast can sha"er eardrums and slam the 
soldier's brain inside the skull, causing bruis-
ing and swelling. 

Depending on the size of the bomb, shock 
waves can travel outward at about 1,600 feet 
per second and cover hundreds of yards, harm-
ing dismounted troops in varying degrees, de-
pending upon their proximity to ground zero. 

A Marine subjected to a shock wave described 
it as, “creepy, kind of like your soul leaving your 
body.” Sometimes that feeling still haunts him.

Gumm said research has shown that troops 
who go through an explosion have their brains 
physically changed by a disease known as 
“Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy,” which 
has long been known to a%ect boxers, foot-
ball players and athletes who endure repeated 
blows to the head.

CTE causes an abnormal form of protein 
to accumulate and destroy cells throughout 
the brain, including the frontal and temporal 
lobes. !at leaves the victim with memory 
loss, erratic emotions, lack of impulse control, 
personality changes and a greater change of 
emotional instability.

Gumm agrees with the growing ranks of 
scientists and medical professionals who are 
linking many of the reintegration problems ex-
perienced by returning veterans to this type of 
brain damage.

Gumm has worked with one veteran who 
was exposed to so many explosions that his 
brain became hard-wired to cause his heart to 
race continually. 

“Fi#y percent of the veterans I see have 
TBI,” said Gumm. 

His job is to get veterans the bene$ts and 
compensation they deserve, which includes 
mental health care when they are faltering. He 

takes that role even more seriously a#er losing 
Henry to suicide.

“If a veteran is having trouble, don't be afraid 
to talk to him or her, ask questions and listen to 
their responses,” he advises others in the com-
munity.

With every veteran, Gumm has a “realistic 
goal and a fantasy goal” about what can be 
achieved. 

“!at means that once you pass the achiev-
able goal, you keep going,” he said. 

Gumm is seated on the newly formed Tri-
County Veterans Task Force that brings ser-
vice providers together to share needs and 
$gure out how they can best be met.

Having the task force in place also allows 
participants to know who is doing what to 
avoid duplication of services, as well as having 
people fall through the cracks.

!e driving force behind developing these 
partnerships is Liv Stecker, regional mobili-
ty and veterans services coordinator for Tri 
County Economic Development District.

“It's important that we $nd ways to take care 
of needs so that vets don't shut the door,” she 
said. “A lot of time they have had a bad experi-
ence with the VA and they don't really believe 
anyone can help.”

Joining Gumm and Stecker on the task force 
are representatives from the Colville Tribe;  Ste-
vens County Veteran Support; Legion and VFW 
posts in the area; Stevens County Veteran Relief 
Board: Work Source; Rural Resources, Cathy 
McMorris Rodger's o'ce; and a couple of non-
pro$ts.

“!is network is so important to build be-

cause every situation is di%erent so it gives us 
&exibility,” said Stecker.

!e vet world is full of unusual needs, she said. 
On time, a family wanted to donate a puppy to a 
veteran and she and Gumm reached out to $nd 
the right home in the community. 

!ey have also enlisted the help of Habitat 
for Humanity to get a wheelchair ramp built for 
a disabled veteran, and then helped him get a 
scooter. 

Gumm said, on a few occasions, a veteran 
has been released from jail and in need of lodg-
ing and resources to rebuild his life, something 
the task force can also help with. 

“It takes a village and it's working,” said 
Stecker.

Expanding social connection is a huge focus 
for Stecker, who said veterans can feel isolat-
ed and alone without people who have shared 
and understand their experiences. She is ac-
tively involved with the Patriot Shooting Team 
in Colville, which she sees as a “vets helping 
vets” outreach.

“!ey help each other sort things out,” she 
said.

!e team is a'liated with the American 
Freedom Fund, a national nonpro$t that helps 
veterans through athletics, education and ad-
vocacy. 

Stecker can be reached for more informa-
tion at 509-684-4571 or via email at lstecker@
teddonline.com. She works out of the TEDD 
o'ce at 986 S. Main Street in Colville. 

Gumm is available to assist military families 
at 509-690-2949 or 509-685-2837. His o'ce 
is located at 215 S. Oak Street in Colville. 

RaeLynn Ricarte
Statesman-Examiner

Contributed photo
The Patriots Shooting Team will be present for a meet-and-greet with the community on Friday evening, 
Nov. 20, at Ralph’s Tavern in Kettle Falls. People are invited to come and meet the veterans and help 
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