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By Charlie Lawson

This year the lights in our house came on at 3:30 a.m. so we could
have breakfast ready for the wounded warriors and their fishing
guides. They would start arriving around 4:30 a.m. While my wife
Jackie and United Sportsmen & Airboaters Alliance member Brian
Gotcher started with the cooking, I went outside to take care of the
last-minute details for their arrival. As soon as I stepped outside I
knew the cold front was upon us, but I sure didn't realize just how
cold and windy it would get before the weekend was over, and not
exactly Florida weather.

It wasn’t long before our 11 guests were enjoying a hot breakfast of
eggs, sausage, biscuits and gravy with orange juice and coffee. At 5:15
a.m., the first group was out the door to endure what was going to be
a cold, windy day, but it paled in comparison to what Sunday was to
bring. The last group was on its way by 6 a.m.

My job Saturday was to take out a news photographer from one
of the local papers. He wanted to get a few pictures of the wounded
warriors while they were fishing at the Rodman Reservoir, in Palatka,
in Central Florida.

Maneuvering through the stump fields on a calm day is bad
enough; what seemed to be 20 mph winds really made it tough.

We finally got to the third boat, snapped a few pictures, and then
went searching for the fourth and final boat. Wouldnt you know it,
right after we left Wounded Warrior Brian Eisch caught the fish of the
day, a 10 Ib. 2 oz. largemouth bass. The professional photographer didnt
get a chance to get the picture, but as you can see the boat crew did.

On Sunday, the second and last day of the event, the thermometer
had dipped to 28.6 degrees. After breakfast we bundled up and it
looked like we were going ice fishing in the North rather than fishing
here in Florida.

Regardless of the below-freezing temperatures, we had to show how
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tough and dedicated we were. It was so cold that the water dripping
from the shiner net froze solid on my seat and on the floor of the boat.

Not everyone was dressed sufficiently for the cold, and those who
didn’t put on those extra layers of clothing, ended up going to the
reservoir bank and starting a fire to keep warm.

As if the cold weather wasn’t bad enough, the fish were hiding in a
nice warm spot that we had a hard time finding. The catch was not
nearly as good on Sunday, but everyone said they still had a good
time; at least that's what I think I heard through their chattering
teeth. Regardless, these men and women were real troopers.

More than 80 fish were caught between four boats fishing the two
days. A large number of 5 Ib. bass were caught along with a 7 Ib, 8
oz., but topping the chart was a 10 Ib., 2 oz. bass, caught by wounded
warrior Brian Eisch of New York State.

The event is sponsored by the Wounded Warrior in Action
Foundation. The mission of WWIAF is to provide world-class
sporting opportunities for our nation’s combat-wounded Purple
Heart recipients, to assist their healing process, welcome them home,
and repay a debt of gratitude for the great sacrifices they have made.

The four honored guest attending the event all received the Purple
Heart from combat injuries in either Iraq or Afghanistan. They were:

Brian Eisch, 37 of Lacona, New York, who also earned a Bronze
Star with Valor after he was shot in both legs three times by a machine
gun while saving an Afghan police officer. The injuries caused nerve
damage and a partial loss of his left calf. In a conversation with John
McDaniel, Brian said: “Thank you so much for this adventure. This
was an event [ will NEVER forget! (I caught) a ten pound, two ounce
largemouth!! People like you are what makes America great and the
reason why we serve! Rangers lead the way!”
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Left: WWIA participant,
Jake Whipkey, with a

nice bass.

Right: Jeremy Cabansis
makes a good catch, one

of over 80 fish caught
during the two day event.
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Charles Lusk, 29, of Canton Ga., earned two Purple Heart medals
as a result of being wounded twice. The first was a car bomb in which
he received shrapnel injuries to his face, wrist, neck and hands. The
second injury was from an Improvised Explosive Device in which
he received shrapnel injuries to his face and partial severance of his
right ear. He had five years of speech therapy, and 16 sessions in a
hyperbaric chamber. When talking to him, one would never guess he
had been injured. This is what Chuck had to say about our weekend:

“Words cannot describe the ways in which your organization, and
the people that have supported us, make me feel. You have shown
me that people have not forgotten and that we are appreciated. This
event has gone far in helping with my healing process. Thank you.
You are great Americans!”

Jeremy Cabansis, 31, of Panama City, Fla., suffered a traumatic
brain injury and Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome in 2006 and
medically retired in 2007. He was accompanied by his wife Deanna.

Jacob Whipkey, 26, of Boswell, Pa., was wounded while under fire
in Samara, Iraq, in November 2007, and was medically retired in
December 2009. Currently he is an associate of WWIAE

The team was accompanied by Lt. Col. US Army (Ret) John
McDaniel, Founder and CEO of the Wounded Warriors In Action
Foundation. According to McDaniel, “This is a very special event
nestled in the heartland of Florida. Rodman Reservoir is a magic place

— asportsman’s paradise; a place to be respected and preserved. My hat
goes off to the tremendous sportsmen who've helped make this event
possible. We met our mission here. Truly a world-class event.”

USAA member Charlie Lawson and his wife Jackie of Orange
Springs, Fla., were the hosts of the event and donated the bait and a
portion of the cost of the meals.

Like last year, we could not have had this event if it wasn’t for the
volunteers who provided their time and equipment. A big thanks
to the following volunteers: Boat captains Sean Rush, Bill Snyder,

Topping the chart
was a 10 Ib. 2 oz. bass
caught by wounded
warrior Brian Eisch of
New York State.

Don Storey, and Mike and Jolene Holms. I also have to mention
Rick Hefner, who came in Sunday morning as a guide but didn’t fish
because his wounded warrior client couldn’t go due to health reasons.
Thanks also to Chef Brian Gotcher of USAA, Chef Assistant Austin
Gotcher of USAA, and Chef Assistant Lauren Hadsock.

Many thanks to the USAA of Alachua County, GTO Airboats and
Millers Boating Center in Ocala, for their help in reducing our cost
of the meals. I also want to thank Days Inn of Silver Springs for
giving us a reduced room rate.

Save Rodman Reservoir Inc.’s President, Ed Taylor, is also due a
thank you for presenting the wounded warriors with an honorary
SRR Inc. membership.

And, of course, many thanks to our friends and neighbors who
came to the cookouts on Saturday and Sunday afternoon to honor
these great veterans. Last, a big thank you to Bill and June Vance and
Patt Patton for staying around and helping with the cleanup.

WWIA Fishing Crew of volunteer fishing captains, wounded

warriors and members of USAA.
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