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Soldiers rewarded for savings Korean’s life

By Sgt. Russell C. Bassett

YONGSAN GARRISON, Republic of Korea -- A 6th Calvary Brigade soldier received the Army’s highest award for peace-time heroism Monday for saving a Korean woman’s life.

Cpt. David A. DeMartelaere, who was S-4 of 1-43 Air Defense Artillery at the time of the accident, was awarded the Soldier’s Medal for helping to rescue Lee, Shin-eh, a Korean national, from her burning car in a Dec. 10, 2000 accident.

Cpt. Edward H. Worthington, commander, headquarters, 6th Calvary Brigade, who was with DeMartelaere at the time of the accident, received the Soldier’s Medal this summer for his part in the rescue. 

Lee and a friend were driving on Route 1 near Osan Air Base when a drunk driver crossed into their lane, causing the two vehicles to collide head on. DeMartelaere and Worthington, who were also driving on the road, stopped to help. 

“Right after we stopped, one of the cars just became a big ball of fire,” said DeMartelaere. “The other car was smoking from a fire in the engine. Someone was still alive because we heard the sounds of her choking on the smoke. We knew we had to get it her out immediately.”


According to DeMartelaere, the two soldiers were unable to break the windshield, so they bent the door in half by ripping down on the top of the door. They were then able to pull Lee from the wreckage.


All three of the other accident victims died on impact.


DeMartelaere, who is currently stationed in Fort Bliss, Texas, said that no other vehicles stopped to help the crash victims, but he still doesn’t feel like a hero. “I just did what I thought was necessary for the situation and for saving her life,” he said. “My safety wasn’t even a consideration, I was just concerned about getting her out of there.”


Worthington said his only thought was also getting the survivor out. “The biggest thing was getting her out of the burning vehicle,” he said. “I knew if we couldn’t pull her from the wreckage she was going to burn.


“Receiving the medal was a great honor,” Worthington continued. “I just wish it could have been under other circumstances because three people did die.”


Col. Ronald M. Buffkin, commander, 6th Calvary Brigade, gave DeMartelaere the medal, which is awarded by the president of the United States, in a ceremony Monday at Suwan Air Base. “It was an honor and privilege to pin a medal on a soldier for heroism,” he said.


Buffkin also articulated his view that the rescue exemplified the U.S. Army’s commitment to the Korean people. “The fact that two U.S. officers would risk their lives for people they didn’t know shows their commitment and courage,” he said. “If they didn’t have an infinity for the people of Korea, they would not have risked their lives.”


Worthington, who visited Lee in the hospital and at her house after the accident, expressed a view similar to his commander’s. “I appreciate the hardships the Korean people have gone through for their democracy,” he said. “They are an amazingly resilient people.”


Lee, who owns a restaurant near Osan, had her legs crushed and suffered several broken ribs in the accident.  Even though she spent five months in the hospital, she fully recovered and is thankful for her experience with the U.S. military. “I believe most soldiers are like (DeMartelaere and Worthington), armed with the courage to sacrifice,” she said in a statement. “Meeting guardian angels like this will be remembered as a priceless gift. Wherever they go, whatever they do, I pray for their happiness and wellbeing.”


