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SUICIDE: Soldiers' rate in Iraq tripled in three years 
((FROM lA 

In response to a Freedom oflnformation 
Act request, the Army provided The Den
ver Post with names of 1.23 soldiers who 
killed themselves in Iraq and Afghanistan 
from 2003 to early 2008. 

An analysis of the information showed 
that: 

• Army suicides in Iraq tripled in three
years, from 10 in 2004 to 32 in 2007. 

• In 2006 and 2007, 20 of the 59 soldiers
who killed themselves in Iraq were de
ployed from a single base - Fort Hood in 
Texas. 

• Fourteen of the soldiers who killed
themselves in Iraq were 19 years old. Near
ly half were 23 or younger. 

This year, the Army reported that 76 per
cent of suicide attempts in Iraq and Af
ghanistan were deployment-related, and 
6i percent of the soldiers who killed them
selves in 2007 had been deployed at least 
once to Iraq or Afghanistan. 

"There appears to be a direct relationship 
between the incidence of suicide and the 
number of deployments, which, of course, 
is no surprise," said Dr. Bob Scaer, a neurol
ogist who served as medical director at the 
Mapleton Rehabilitation Center in Boulder. 

Army leaders say they are striving to 
reduce suicide risks, identify signs of 
stress and encourage troubled soldiers to 
seek help. 

"The Army is making great strides in 
treating soldiers with post-traumatic psy
chological symptoms as well as decreasing 
the stigma associated with treatment for 
these symptoms," Brig. Gen. Rhonda Cor
num said when its yearly suicide report 
was released in May. 

Some soldiers and their advocates ques
tion whether that message is getting 
through, particularly at Fort Hood. 

Bryan Hannah, a soldier being treated 
for post-traumatic stress disorder at Fort 
Hood, said two people at its mental-health 
center told him, "We're not here to make 
you better; we're here to make you deploy
able." 

At Fort Hood, anyone seeking mental
health treatment "can kiss any hope of pro
motion goodbye," he said. "Everyone 
treats you like crap. There's a huge stigma 
to asking for help." 

Carissa Picard of the Fort Hood-based 
group Military Spouses for Change agreed. 

She said soldiers tell her that if they go 
for help with PTSD, the clinic looks for oth
er problems first - such as alcoholism. 
"'Oh. you've got a drinking problem. You 
go through that first, and then you can 
come back to mental health,' " she said. 
"But the real problem is the PISD. The real 
problem is the mental-health condition." 

Col Elspeth Ritchie, a psychiatrist and 
medical director of the Army Strategic Com
munications Office, said the Army does not 
treat soldiers simply to redeploy them. 

"The goal is to make them better," she 
said. "Now making them better may mean 
taking them from a non-deployable to a de
ployable status. Obviously, there's a war go
ing on, but the goal is making them better." 

A second opinion to deploy 
On Sept. n, 2007, an Army psychologist 

decided Chad Barrett might get better if he 
left the Army. Barrett had been deployed 
to Iraq twice and attempted suicide once. 
The psychologist recommended discharg
ing him for medical reasons. 

A career soldier, Barrett fought to stay. 
In mid-November, he met with military 
doctors, asking them to stop his medical 
evaluation and let him return for a third 

Suicides increase 
Army suicides in Iraq tripled from 2004 to 2007. 
Army leaders say relationships and other 
personal problems are the leading causes, but 
they acknowledge that multiple deployments 
are contributing to the alarming increase. 

Iraq war Afghanistan war 
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Severiano Galvan, The Denver Posr 

combat tour in Iraq. 
At a post struggling to fwd enough 

healthy soldiers to fill a brigade, Barrett 
found a willing taker. Fort Carson doctors 
re-evaluated him and cleared him to go. He 
left for Iraq with prescriptions for Ambien 
and Lunesta to sleep; Klonopin, for anxiety; 
an antidepressant, Pamelor - and a medi
cal profile specifying that he should not car
ry a weapon or go anywhere "remote from 
defwitive psychiatric care," his wife said. 

In March 2003 - 18 months after wit
nessing the carnage from the Sept. n at
tacks - Barrett had been assigned to a unit 
that invaded Iraq. During that tour and a 
second, he "saw some pretty horrific 
things," and "anything that burned remind
ed him of the sights and sounds of picking 
up bodies at the Pentagon," his wife said. 

A gunner, he was exposed to numerous 
blasts from improvised explosive devices. 
After two tours, "Chad would get very se
vere migraines that would knock him to 
his knees,'' his wife said. 

1n· June 2007, he tried to kill himself for 
the first time, swallowing an orange juice 
glass full of pills in front of his wife after she 
came home from a night out with friends. 
He survived at an Army hospital, then 
spent three days in a lockdown facility. 

On his third tour, Barrett was assigned 
to work from 6 p.m. to 6 a.m. in the radio 
room at the Mosul base. On Jan. 28, 2008, 
he came in to hear choked-up voices crack
ling over the radio. A convoy bad been hit 
by a roadside bomb, and when the survi
vors jumped out, they were sprayed by 
machine-gun fire from a mosque. Five sol
diers died. 

When he called bis wife two days later, 
"he was definitely wigged out,'' she said. 
"He knew three of the five." 

He called again on Feb.1 to wish his wife 
a happy birthday and to tell her that he 
loved her. That was his last call. 

His roommate found him dying at 9:20 
the next morning. His wife said an autopsy 
ruled his death a suicide from "multi
ple-drug intoxication" and "heavy lungs." 
Two drugs were found in his system: Pam
elor and sleeping pills. 

"He died a hero,'' his wife said. "He 
served his country for 1.2 years. He went 
through more hell in one year than you 
and I will in a lifetime." 

Army officials would not comment di
rectly on Barrett's death. 

But "the Army takes suicide prevention 
very seriously. We are honor-bound to en
sure we do everything possible to mini
mize potential risks,'' spokesman Paul 
Boyce said - including training for sol
diers and leaders to recognize signs of sui
cidal behavior and helping people at risk. 

Psychiatric visits via HDTV 
To meet growing demands for mental

health treatment, the Army has added 
more than 190 contract behavioral-health 
providers to work on its installations. rt is 
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Carson soldier racked by family crisis, fears of war 
By David Olinger The Denver Post

B 
rent Slayton bought a ticket to the 
Pikes Peak Highway, drove 2 miles 
uphill and parked his car. 

He left a note: "Lord forgive me 
for what I am about to do, and may your an
gels of heaven carry me aloft to dance with 
the stars." He walked about one-third of a 
mile to a tree, threw a dog leash onto a 
branch and hanged himself. 

In a backpack nearby, the 21-year-old sol
dier left the medication a military doctor 
bad prescribed to treat his mental illness: 
three bottles of an antipsychotic drug, que
tiapine; one bottle of an anti-anxiety drug, 
clonazepam; one bottle of temazepam 
sleeping pills. 

Slayton, who died Aug. 6, 2007, was one 
of 16 Fort Carson soldiers who have com
mitted suicide since the start of the Iraq 
war. Some died in Iraq, some after return
ing home. Slayton's unit was preparing for 
deployment when he hanged himself. He 
had not seen combat. 

The causes of suicide can be complicated 
and mysterious. Slayton and bis wife, Sarah, 
were seeing a marriage counselor. He was 
having nightmares about going to a war 
whose purpose he no longer understood. 

"He'd wake up crying, he didn't want to 
go,'' Sarah said. 

But the event that sent him into a suicid
al spiral happened two months before he 

died: He had watched Sarah miscarry their 
third child in an Army hospital. 

According to his wife and father, Brent's 
mental health rapidly deteriorated after 
the baby was lost. He went to an Army doc
tor for help, but the drugs prescribed for 
his depression seemed to make him worse. 

"He was put on medicines that I don't 
think were helping at all," Sarah said. "He 
bad blackouts, screaming fits, he passed 
out in the shower. I'd have to go drag him 
out of the shower." 

At times, "he was hallucinating. He heard 

THE SLAYTON 
PAMnY I Brent and 
Sarah Slayton had 
two sons, and it was 
the miscarriage of a 
third child that fami
ly members believe 
put Brent on a sui
cidal spiral. He 
hanged himself last 
August near the 
Pikes Peak. High
way. Photo courtesy of

Sarah Slayton 

me saying things I wasn't saying. He saw me 
walking around the house. I wasn't home." 

Mark Slayton, Brent's father, said his son 
had no history of mental illness before join
ing the Army. He also traces its onset to 
Brent's witnessing the miscarriage and con
tends his son was not monitored adequate
I y on a risky combination of medicines. 

"They slammed this third drug after dou
bling bis Seroquel ( quetiapine)," Mark Slay
ton said. "A tragedy on top of a tragedy." 

Sarah said Brent began taking 
temazepam about two weeks before he 

died, and his doctor instructed him to dou
ble his dosage of the antipsychotic medi
cine as well. 

"His passing out in the shower was due 
to taking all of the drugs, as told, at once,'' 
she said. 

She said Brent came home upset that his 
doctor had increased his dosage. For two 
days he stopped taking his medicine and 
seemed to be feeling normal again. 

"Aug. 4, be took his pills again. He went 
crazy. The 5th, he mixed his pills again and 
got really, really sad. He told me he didn't 
care anymore,'' she said. 

He disappeared that day. 
"He called me,'' Sarah said. "He told me 

he was going to kill himself. I begged him 
to come home. I begged him to tell me 
where he was. I tried to trick him -
remember, he promised he was going to 
make the kids tacos for lunch? He wouldn't 
say where he was." 

Police found his car on the Pikes Peak 
Highway. Sarah bad called a sergeant in 
Brent's unit, "who said to leave it alone -
that he was just crying wolf," she said. In 
the rain, she and two friends wandered out 
on the mountain, desperately searching 
for her husband. 

His body was found the next day. 
Why did he kill himself? 
"I think it's everything combined," Sarah 

said, but "the meds made him not care. They 
gave him the nerve to go through with it."
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((FROM lOA 
also treating more soldiers with "telepsy
chiatry" - providing a psychiatrist by vid
eo conference on a high-definition televi
sion set instead of face-to-face meetings. 

Jonathan Berry, a 19-year-old soldier 
from White Cloud, Mich., with a history of 
suicidal thoughts, had three weekly tele
vised conversations with a psychiatrist 
last month while assigned to an Army 
behavior.ti-health clinic in Maryland, ac
cording to his fiancee and an Army source. 

He jumped out of a window after the 
third, killing himself. 

Marla VerDuin, Berry's fiancee, said he 
told her that he "just had to sit and talk to 
someone over a TV" once a week. 

"I thought, well, if that's bow they're go
ing to treat you, at least you're talking to 
someone," she said. "Obviously, that 
didn't help him." 

VerDuin said he had no roommate in his 
last days there and was not permitted to so
cialize with other soldiers. "I know that he 
was by himself. He sat in bis room and 
played a video game." 

Jeffrey Castro, a spokesman for the 
Army Criminal Investigation Command, 
said the command is investigating Berry's 
death and will not comment. 

Ritchie and Dr. Michael Lynch, the direc
tor of Walter Reed Army Medical Center's 
telepsychiatry program, also said they 
could not discuss an individual case. 

But they agreed the Army is increasing 
its use of telepsychiatry as a treatment 
tool, particularly when soldiers are sta
tioned in places where psychiatric care is 
not readily available. 

Lynch said some patients prefer tele
vised conversations to face-to-face meet
ings, and a comparative Army study found 
"the outcome, as well as patient satisfac
tion, was the same." 

Ritchie called telepsychiatry a useful 
tool that can serve an Army facility lack
ing psychiatrists, speed up a medical 
board evaluation or enable a pediatrician 
to consult a child psychiatrist. 

But "it's not a magic bullet," she said, and 
there are disadvantages to telepsychiatry. 
For one, doctor-patient relationships are 
"a little harder to maintain or develop." 
Visible warning signs 

Parents of several of the soldiers who re
portedly committed suicide after deploy
ing from Fort Hood say warning signs were 
missed or overlooked by an Army bearing 
the brunt of a prolonged war in Iraq. 

Two were women who had reported be
ing raped. A third woman was killed by a 
jealous soldier who then killed himself. 

When 19-year-old Arny Duerksen shot 
herself in Iraq, her diary was left open to a 
page descn'bing bow she bad been raped at 
a training session before Fort Hood de
ployed her. 

Her mother, Michelle Duerksen, said 
Amy's unit ignored clear signs that she 
was feeling suicidal. 

"She had stopped eating," her mother 
said. "She was telling people she was going 
to kill herself." 

Michelle and her husband, a retired 
Army chaplain, adopted Amy at age 4, a 
girl who had been severely abused and ne
glected and who would struggle with de
pression as a teenager. 

After Arny was raped, "she had evident
ly told people about the history of abuse," 
because her commander knew about it, 
her mother said. 

At the end, "her commander was yelling 
at her," she said. "She was laughing and sing
ing - she was sent with a male to the chap
lain. The chaplain couldn't speak very good 
English. told her to start obeying orders. It 
was a series of people who could have done 
something better." 

When she and her husband read the in
vestigative report on their daughter's 
death, they learned one soldier bad com
mented, "Duerksen finally did it," upon 
hearing the gunshot. 

"Reading the investigation was just hor
rifying to us," Michelle Duerksen said. She 
regards her daughter's death as "friendly 
fire - because they failed to take care of a 
fellow soldier." 

Last August, Paul Norris became the 
20th Fort Hood soldier to commit suicide 
in Iraq, according to records provided by 
the Army. 

THISBRIIS 

Monday. Facing the unprecedent
ed demands of simultaneous wars 
fought by volunteers, the Army has 
sent wounded and drug-dependent 
soldiers back into battle, sometimes 
overruling the recommendations of 
physicians. 
Tuesday. Defense Department 
spending for narcotics, antidepres
sants, sleeping pills and other drugs 
bas soared, but some soldiers com
plain that they are simply being med
icated to return to war while the 
causes of their injuries go untreated. 
Today. The number of suicides 
committed by soldiers has reached 
its highest recorded level, and the 
multiple deployments are increas
ingly identified as a cause. 
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� DUERKSEN PAMD.Y I William Troy presents a flag from the casket of Arny Duerksen to the fallen soldier's parents, 
Michelle and Doug Duerksen, at her burial in March 2006 in Killeen, Texas. Allison Slomowitz, The Temple Daily Telegram 

TJlA VIS VIRGADAMO I Deemed suicid
al in boot camp, Virgadamo was still 
shipped to Iraq - with a prescription 
for Prozac - when he turned 18. After 
continuing to struggle with depression 
in Iraq, his prescription was switched 
and he was put on a week of "stress man
agement," his grandmother said. When 
his gun was returned to him, he shot 
and killed himself. Special to Thr Denver Post 

Norris, a 30-year-old veteran of combat 
tours in Bosnia and Iraq, shot himself. But 
first he shot and killed Kamisha Block, a 
20-year-old woman who had spurned him.

Military officials announced both
deaths as "noncombat" incidents under in
vestigation. 

Kamisha's parents, Jerry and Jane Block, 
say Norris had stalked and assaulted their 
daughter before he killed her, and she had 
reported the assaults to the Army. 

"He just kept doing it. He was 'in love' 
with her. She was trying to get away from 
him," Jerry Block said. 

"He verbally and physically assaulted her. 
It was reported to the higher command," 
Jane Block said. "He was e-mailing her and 
e-mailing her and e-mailing her. She
wouldn't answer his e-mails. He went into
her room, killed her, and then he killed
himself."

She said Army officials have never ex
plained why officers who knew of Norris' 
assaults and harassment failed to protect 
her daughter. The Army did give them a 
hefty investigative report that included 
sworn statements from other soldiers 
"that he was out of control," she said. 

"The last time he assaulted her, he drove 
around looking for her. That was probably 
a week or two before he killed her," she 
said. "I asked, 'After the second assault, 
what did y'all do then?' The only thing they 
told me was a lot of mistakes were made." 
Suicide-prevention programs 

Army officials did not respond to the 
comments of parents whose children 
killed themselves or were murdered after 
deploying from Fort Hood. Nor did they 
comment directly on the high number of 
reported suicides in two years among sol
diers deployed from a single base. 

seeking help, family life chaplains, a video 
program called Battlemind that shows sol
diers what they are likely to see, hear and 
feel in a war and how to cope as a warrior. 

Fort Hood will soon launch a new ASIST 
(Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Train
ing) program to broaden those efforts. Al
though that program has not officially be
gun, "chaplains are constantly working to 
prevent suicide at every level, most impor
tantly at the soldier level," said Army 
spokesman Boyce. 

In November 2006, the Defense Depart
ment issued new guidance for "deploy
ment-limiting" psychiatric conditions and 
medications. 

The new policy lists psychotic and bipo
lar disorders, and the medicines used to 
treat them, as disqualifying for deploy
ment. It also states that "caution is warrant
ed in beginning, changing, stopping 
and/or continuing" other drugs pre
scribed to stabilize or improve mood, men
tal status or behavior. 

That policy - allowing deployment on 
psychotropic drugs with caution - en
abled Chad Barrett to embark on a third 
combat tour with Klonopin and Pamelor. 

It also enabled Travis Virgadamo, an 
18-year-old soldier from Nevada, to take
Prozac to Iraq.

Virgadamo's grandmother, Katie O'Brien, 
said he joined the Army as a 17-year-old af
ter his father married a Filipino woman and 
moved to the Philippines. 

At Fort Stewart, Ga., "he had a difficult 
time in boot camp," she said. "They sent 
him to anger-management classes. Feeling 
somewhat deserted by his father - he was 
so young. They had also put him in suicide 
watch in boot camp." 

When he turned 18, "they deployed him 
to Iraq. Taking Prozac," she said. "That is a 
suicidal medicine, especially with teens. I 
was livid. I just couldn't believe they put 
him on Prozac." 

The Army does not discuss suicides of 
individual soldiers. But spokeswoman 

Cynthia Vaughan said it is wrong to call 
Prozac a suicidal medicine. 

While there is an increased risk of sui
cide in the early treatment phase for depres
sion, particularly among young adults, 
"both Prozac and Paxil are in the class of 
medications called SSRls, which are a very 
safe category of antidepressants," she said. 

Virgadamo told his grandmother he was 
put on a suicide watch again in Iraq. 

In July 2007, he came home for a rest
and-relaxation break. He talked to his 
grandmother about terrible things he'd 
seen and said he couldn't go back. He 
talked of fleeing to Canada. She asked if he 
wanted to spend the rest of his life as a fugi
tive, looking over his shoulder. 

Virgadamo went back. Last August, on 
his 19th birthday, he called his grandmoth
er from Iraq. She urged him to go to a doc
tor and demand to stop taking Prozac. 

"Grandma, I did that," be told her, "and 
they put me on something else. They 
changed my medicine, gave me a week of 
stress management." 

On Aug. 30, the Army gave Virgadamo 
his gun back, and "he killed himself that 
night," she said. 

"I don't think he should have ever been 
sent there. Why would you deploy some
one who was a danger to himself and may
be others? When they know, it's just unac
ceptable, pushing them out there." 

Outside the Fort Carson gate, a stone me
morial lists the names of all its soldiers 
who gave their lives in Iraq. 

Shelby Barrett visited the memorial for 
the first time last month. She looked down 
the long list of names, recognizing those of 
a dozen soldiers she once knew. She knelt 
and ran her fingers over the name at the 
bottom of the last stone: Chad Barrett -
Feb. 2, 2008. 

That's when she noticed something odd. 
Her husband's name was out of sequence, 
chiseled beneath those of two other sol
diers who died more than a month later. 

"It looks like an afterthought," she said. 

Instead, they emphasized the efforts al
ready underway- training for all soldiers 
on traumatic brain injuries and combat 
stress, policies to reduce the stigma of 

SHELBY BDJU!Tl' I Chad Barrett's widow says his profile showed he shouldn't car
ry a weapon or go anywhere "remote from definitive psychiatric care." A psycholo
gist had recommended his discharge, but he fought to stay. Joe Amon, The Denver Post 
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