Lakeland Marine Earns Bronze Star For Heroics 

Injured, He Carried Friend To Safety 
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By MIKE WELLS 

The Tampa Tribune 

TAMPA - Jose Sanchez will not tell you he's a hero. 

He will not tell you how he carried a fellow wounded Marine out of combat in Iraq's Anbar province in July with hands burned to a bloody mess by a car bomb. 

"I can't talk about that yet," the 37-year-old gunnery sergeant says, looking down to his hands. 

Being humble is at odds with why Sanchez was sitting Saturday in the first row of bleachers in a gym at Tampa's Marine Corps Training Center. He's a newly decorated combat veteran and, for the moment, the center of attention. 

The memories of nine months ago are too fresh, Sanchez says. 

He set aside excruciating pain to lead his team back to safety with most of the hearing in his right ear gone. 

The sacrifice to the explosion is permanent. 

"Marines take care of Marines," he says. "Actually, what upset me the most was that they cut my wedding ring off because of my hands. I was real upset about that." 

Sanchez's large, bright eyes glance from the Bronze Star newly pinned over his heart to his 7-year-old son, Ethan, playing basketball with his wife, Donna. 

Sanchez wears the Bronze Star after nearly 20 years in the Corps and two tours in Operation Iraqi Freedom. The first lasted six months in 2003 when the Marines crossed the border to Baghdad. The second was four months in 2005. 

He returned to the United States in August. The rest of his platoon returned to Tampa in October after providing support to three rifle companies along the Euphrates River Valley. 

Born in Tampa, the Lakeland resident works as a police officer in Winter Haven. He returned to the job in January after four months of physical therapy and recovering from second- and third-degree burns to his face and hands. 

To save his skin, the military's burn specialists scraped away the dead skin. Then they cleaned it, reapplied it and wrapped his hands in special bags that enabled new skin to begin growing after about four days. For months afterward, he wore compression gloves. 

He holds out his hands to show how the skin has grown back pink and healthy without the use of grafts, which surgeons first thought he would need. The burns on his face also have faded away, and a hearing aid enables him to clearly hear questions posed by the reporter seated on his right. 

The military awards the Bronze Star to those who prove heroic in conflict. Sanchez didn't just prove himself courageous once. On May 11, 2005, he helped coordinate triage and evacuated wounded Marines after a catastrophic explosion caused 17 casualties. 

Sanchez will give his new medal to Ethan, whom he also gave his Purple Heart. Sanchez also has been decorated with a Combat Action Ribbon, a Navy and Marine Corps Commendation Medal with gold star and Achievement Medal with three gold stars. 

He expected to return to his platoon a few weeks after being evacuated to a hospital. When command staff started packing up his gear, he realized he was headed home. 

The Marine he rescued was crew chief of the assault amphibian vehicle Sanchez rode in for six months in Western Iraq. 

"You really get to know someone when you're put together like that for that length of time," Sanchez says. "He's still with us. He's alive and in recovery." 

And that's all he will tell you right now. 

Reporter Mike Wells can be reached at (813) 657-4534 or mwells@tampatrib.com.

