106th Rescue Wing Participates in 

MEDFLAG-04

By Major Charles Killian

A nine-member team from the 106th Rescue Wing, an Air National Guard unit based at Gabreski Airport, Westhampton Beach, departed July 4, 2004 for a two-and-a-half-week “real world” humanitarian mission/exercise known as MEDFLAG-04.  They teamed-up with South African National Defense Forces (SANDF), HQ USAFE, 48th MDG, 31st FW/CES and HQ 3 AF in the Republic of South Africa (RSA).

Once in South Africa, the men and women of the military units split up to two geographical locations - Ditholo and Hoedspruit.  Ditholo was designated the Combined Joint Task Force (CJTF), a centralized location tasked to provide “real world” command and control functions for all participants assigned to or associated with MEDFLAG-04, while Hoedspruit was tasked to administer acute hands-on care to South African residents.  Two members of the 106th stationed at Ditholo, Major Charles Killian and Captain Georg Hambach, were assigned to Public Affairs/Protocol and the Surgeon General division, respectively.  On July 8, Major Killian set out with other members of the Ditholo contingency and South African military staff and police escorts on a humanitarian mission to tour the outer limits of Hammanskraal, destined for a visit to an orphanage in need of donations collected by the Ditholo coalition forces.  The tour guide/military police escort led them to an orphanage known as “Re-Lebile-Kanana,” (translated - “Disadvantaged to Advantaged”).  The owner of the orphanage was attending a workshop aimed at looking at ways to help other people in need.  Through an interpreter, they were able to contact the owner, who immediately left her workshop and took a taxi to meet them.  It was then when they had the privilege of meeting a woman who closely resembled Mother Teresa, both in physical and spiritual attributes.  Her name was Catherine Makhubedu.

A neglected child herself, Catherine suffered the loss of her mother when she was a child and subsequently was raised solely by her father.  She told Major Killian that she went to the bank every morning, praying that angels would come and put money into her account.  But on this day, she found only 120 Rand (equivalent to approximately $20).  She added that today she was forced to turn away the less fortunate, as there was not enough food to go around.  She explained her program and goals of expanding the present facility to help others.  The orphanage’s name – Disadvantage to Advantaged - describes her efforts to “help take the disadvantaged to be in a position of taking care of others, as well as themselves,” she told Major Killian.  When asked what her immediate needs are, she quickly and unequivocally replied, “Food.”  After listening to Catherine’s heartfelt story and assessing the current state of her dilemma, the coalition forces offered 300 Rand to Catherine to be used for the next day’s meals.  The meeting ended with a circular prayer, led by the Republic of South Africa chaplain.  The following week, Captain Hambach returned with Major Killian and other staff members to the orphanage to offer supplies to Catherine to aid her in her efforts over the upcoming months.  

At Hoedspruit, Lt Col Byron Schieber, Master Sergeants Ellen Jaccard and Doris Libby, Technical Sergeants Douglas Foy and Michael Riccardi, Senior Airman Petula Moithuckshung and Mark Erickson went to one of six detached clinics to administer hand-on care to patients, treating short-term problems.  TSgt Foy described his tour as “very enjoyable” and “self-fulfilling.”  Like his fellow comrades, billeted in a two-to-a-room facility, his day started at 5 a.m., followed by a 45-minute ride to the so-called “Cottondale Clinic,” one of six clinics that were formed for the sole purpose of servicing needy South Africans.  Upon arriving to the clinic, a couple hundred inhabitants would be waiting to be seen, many of them middle-aged women and children.  They found out about the clinic “through word of mouth,” TSgt Foy said.  “They would walk miles to get to us!”  Tents facilitated the arrival of patients, as Civil Engineering worked painstakingly to renovate the dilapidated structures that would be ultimately utilized after the coalition forces left.  Each tent served different functions, including general practice, optometry, dental, triage, pediatrics, gynecology, pharmacy and medical screening.

Sgt Foy, an anesthetic technician in Cardiac Surgery at North Shore Hospital, Manhasset, was assigned to pediatrics and medical screening, where he treated everything from “ring worms and eye worms to cataracts and herpes.”  Unable to communicate with many of the inhabitants, Sgt Foy relied heavily on a translator to communicate with patients.  Not only did he find that “tooth decay was rampant,” but “one out of four people had HIV.”  He was sad to report that one of the children who were brought in did not make it - resuscitating the child was unsuccessful, he explained.  But he happily reported that all told, among the six clinics, a total of 6,000 South Africans were treated by coalition forces during the two-and-a-half-week exercise.

