Saginaw VA hospital program gives veterans company, support in their final days
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SAGINAW — Sharon Schilke spent days and nights with her brother, Daniel Krupa, in the palliative care unit at the Lutz Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Saginaw in July so he did not have to be alone.

But during the times when she couldn’t be there to comfort her brother, a Vietnam War veteran suffering from Parkinson’s disease, nerve damage and prostate cancer, she and her family had the comfort of knowing Krupa was not by himself.
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Volunteer Wendy J. Gilbert, 56, of Thomas Township visits with Jim Londry, 80, of Merrill at Lutz Veterans Affairs Medical Center, 1500 Weiss in Saginaw. Gilbert belongs to a network of volunteers that participate in "No Veteran Dies Alone, " a program to help veterans and their families. Gilbert volunteers at the hospital every Monday, but is on call to be available any time of day when a veteran is dying alone or his family can't be there with him. She also is on call to help family members deal with very sick or dying veterans.

Since February, volunteers in the No Veterans Die Alone program have kept company with palliative care patients — those whose pain is treated when their underlying conditions have worsened beyond medicine’s hope of cure — and their families, providing comfort and support during difficult times.
 “It’s the most moving and rewarding experience that you can imagine,” said Julie Csongradi, the center’s palliative care coordinator and a registered nurse.

The palliative care unit at the VA hospital, 1500 Weiss, offers end-of-life care for veterans in varying states of decline, said Csongradi, 41, of Saginaw. Unlike hospice, patients can receive treatments such as radiation and chemotherapy, and with improvements in their conditions, they can move back into the hospital.

Last year, the unit averaged eight to nine veterans at one time; this year, it’s 15. From Jan. 1 through Sept. 4, 46 veterans died in the unit, Csongradi said, which is an increase from last year because the number of patients nearly has doubled.

The 14 volunteers in No Veterans Die Alone — which includes Csongradi, several other hospital employees and Medical Director Denise Deitzen — visit the veterans to ensure they are not alone, no matter what state of health they are in, and support family members by giving them company and breaks during visits.

Support for the veterans, families

Krupa was in the VA hospital for 19 days, moving there from a veterans home in Grand Rapids after his health took a downturn.

“It was the best blessing in our lives,” said Schilke, 62, of Bay City. “Just the most outstanding care he could have ever received.”

Krupa had served 60 miles north of Saigon as an Alpha Company machine gunner in the 1st Cavalry Division in the Northern III Corps of the U.S. Army from June 1970 to December 1971. He was awarded several medals, including a National Defense Service Medal, a Vietnam Service Medal with two stars and a Vietnam Campaign Medal. Krupa’s son, Gabriel, has the medals at his home in California.

Krupa’s his health worsened throughout his life, until his family moved him to the Grand Rapids facility, where he lived for five years. In his last year, his condition grew so poor, he could not talk for the last six months of his life, and in the month before he died, he could no longer swallow. Krupa lived for 23 days without food or water, Csongradi said.

“The IV was just a stop-gap measure,” Schilke said.

Schilke and her sisters sometimes slept at the hospital in the hopes of being with their brother at the moment he died.

“We felt guilty if we had to leave, but that’s when the volunteers came in,” she said.

Csongradi sat with Krupa for eight hours on her day off, “just to give us some time off and to look at the sun,” Schilke said. “And that was the day before he died.”

A nurse called Schilke at her home at 5:45 a.m. Aug. 1. Krupa died 15 minutes later, with a volunteer at his side. He was 59. 

“We didn’t quite get here, but someone was with him. That’s... special,” his sister said, quietly. “And then Julie (Csongradi), she came to the funeral home. With her family. To see us. I could have just fallen over when I saw her.

“Thank you, Julie,” she said, turning to Csongradi with tears in her eyes.

Krupa’s parents, Bennie and Una Krupa of Bay City, appreciated the care their son received at the VA hospital, Schilke said. Bennie Krupa, 90, is a World War II  veteran who was a prisoner of war in Japan for 42 months and was forced to walk 65 miles in the Bataan Death March.

For the volunteers

Volunteers like Deb McClure, 51, of Saginaw say No Veterans Die Alone is as important to them as it is to the patients and families.

Tracy Vargas, 44, of Bridgeport Township said she learned a lot about death and living during her 20-year career as a Saginaw police officer, and that’s why she volunteers to sit with veterans in their final moments.

“It’s an emotional experience, even though you know the end is coming and you’re there for comfort,” she said. “Sometimes they just want to talk to you; sometimes they just want you to hold their hand and there’s no words necessary.”

There hasn’t been a problem with getting the volunteers when veterans need them, nurse Diane Esckelson said, and every time the staff called for a volunteer, one was able to come. The volunteers can be called at any time of day or night.

“It’s unreal the dedication these people have,” she said.

Treasured time

Robert Westendorf, 60, a patient who had served in Saudi Arabia and Yemen, had melanoma that had spread throughout his bones.

“His bones were literally caving in on each other,” said his sister, Cindy Phipps 53, of Reese, which caused him to hunch over. “His bones were so soft.”

Despite his condition, Westendorf was fiercely independent right to the end of his life, she said.

“He did die with dignity. And that is very important to people that are in that shape,” Phipps said. “I just can’t say enough for this hospital. It’s a great program.”

Vargas said she becomes attached to the veterans with whom she spends time; the veterans talk about their families and their service.

“All that stuff is really important to me, so I know it’s really important to them,” she said.

McClure already was a volunteer elsewhere in the hospital and inquired about visiting patients when she learned the program was starting up. She said she also grows attached to patients, including Westendorf.

“He was a blessing to me more than I was a blessing to him,” she said. “When I found out he was dying, I was crushed.”

Some of the veterans, such as Westendorf, are protective of their time with the volunteers, McClure said.

McClure recalled a moment when she was taking Westendorf to the aviary when a doctor wanted to give Westendorf a breathing treatment.

“He barked at her... ‘That can just wait,’ ” she said. “I was there for him, and he wanted my time. Everybody else was just going to have to wait.”

Family members, volunteers and staff members help the veterans go through difficult times such as loss of independence and things like post-traumatic stress disorder, Csongradi said. It is difficult for veterans who have been in the hospital for a long time to see fellow patients die.

“That’s tough for a veteran to be on the other side of a very thin curtain, to hear what they are going to go through,” she said. “It takes a toll on our staff and our volunteers.”

The volunteers take the veterans on outings, to play games in the hospital, to sit outside or to visit the hospital’s aviary, on the hospital’s first floor holding about 15 small birds, including finches, for patients to watch.

Not done yet

Csongradi sees more potential for the program.

She said she wants to add a bereavement program to the hospital. She hopes to one day implement staff and volunteers performing a closure ceremony, escorting flag-draped, deceased veterans to the morgue and having a staff member fold the flag ceremonially.

She wants to leave a battery-operated tealight candle and a rose on the bed of veterans who recently died so people passing by will know.

“We’d like to play ... taps and let the staff know that we have a hero who has passed away and will be escorted,” she said.

No Veterans Die Alone is growing in Saginaw; there is a waiting list to become a volunteer. Voluntary Service Chief and Public Affairs Officer Carrie Seward said they want to add two more volunteers to bring the total to 16.

Schilke and Phipps hope to add their names.

Csongradi said there are a handful of similar programs across the nation, and the national director of palliative care formed a group, of which Csongradi is a member, to expand the program to all VA hospitals. She receives e-mails from other hospitals asking how she organizes Saginaw’s.

“The interest is out there, and growing rapidly,” she said.

Vargas said when she walks around with her volunteer badge, employees thank her for coming in.

“They know you are here on your own time, and they appreciate it,” Vargas said.

Employees express gratitude for the volunteers’ assistance.

“It helps us because we know the family is content,” Esckelson said. “There is piece of mind knowing the patient is not by himself.”
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