| Quilters’ Busy Hands
Can’t Quite Keep Up
1 thh Deaths in Iraq.

* %

f iJan Lang and M1]1tary Moms
Sew for Bereaved Fanuhes,
Many Hard to Track’ Down

e By MICH.AEL M PHILLIPS

1s racmg ahead of Jan Lang s good 1nten

' -;around the tlme Presrdent
<Bush declared madjor combat" operatlons
to be over, Mrs: Lang and a group of
'htary mothers pledged to provide a
o ersonalmed qu11t for' the
K0) very U.S. serviceman and
k111ed in Iraq It seemed like a
mandgeable  task
- whien the death tofl
" stood around 250.
-‘But as of yester-
,day, ‘with 1,874
-names on the' rolls
of ‘the dead, Mrs..
. Lang and the Ma-
rine Comfort - Quilt
" yolunteer group are
'strugglmg to keep
their -~ promise.
‘Never did I think
-that, - two-and:a-
half years later, I'd
‘still be doing this,”
says Mrs Lang, the group’s founder,

’ Jtm‘f ang” T

the thought she m1ght have ‘sent the
Wwrong' quilt ‘ to'a gnevmg famlly C

" The| group has finished 1,313 quilts but.
faces a backlog of more than 550. Comipli-
' catlng their project, the volunteers have:
been unable to identify and locate ‘the
next ‘of kin: for at’least 282 of ‘the’ dead.

therr own-- 1nclud1ng E: retiréd home-eco-

down the missing famllles
- selves entangled in’ family dlsputes and

next of km Is it the woman whom'the

relative. -
Mrs. Lang hit-upon the 1dea in March
2003, when two Marine officers in’ ‘dress
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who sometimes finds herself in.a panic at’

“The volunteers have ass1gned a few of

,normcs teacher and a records-retrleval '
profess1onal who normally works' for bill .
‘collectors—to act as detectives, huntmg

The volunteers ‘sometimes frnd them- ’
~ have to'decide who is the most deservmg

young ‘Marine dated brreﬂy and then mar-

‘ried before headmg off to war?' Or is 1t; _

* the parents who raised him? What if the_ .
parents ‘are -divorced? Choose wrong or,
-chooseé. r1ght and Mrs. Lang can endup
gettmg an angry letter from: a bereavedf

_ C’ontmued From. Ftrst Poge )
: blue umforms appeared on her-doorstep..
in suburban Valley Park to 1nform the

was missing in action. “I just know he’s.

dead,”: Mrs Lang. remembers telhng a
‘friend. .

Mrs. Lang learned 24 hours later that

- Cpl. ‘Lang had been found unhurt, But:

her joy qulckly turned fo guilt when’ she -

heard that 18 of her : son’s comrades had

|- "died in the battle for an. Nasmyah Why.

had her son survrved when other famrlfes
. had lost the1rs7 Lo

the 47-year -0ld Mrs. Lang vowed to make,

dead from het son’s unit. It took her: two
.months to: complete them~ all, .using -
squares sent’ by other volunteers Soon
" her pledge became a promise-to make.a

numbered fewer than 80. In: August 2003, .
when the: total- U.S. death toll ‘was 258,

work that-now 1ncludes about 150 rel1able

volunteers decided to cover all of the ser-

" vices.' Mrs. Lang-figured -that with thie

f1ght1ng over, the casualty 11st wouldn’t
:grow ‘much.

- "Voluntéers sh1pped her 12 5-1nch by

12 b-inch squiares in_fabrics. from cahco

to camouﬂage -with - gold ‘stars” and

American flags, white doves. and green

- tanks,’ hand-st1tched roses and. hand-

-Written. condolences::. “May . you . find -

. squares, made by ) mother in Dallas

L are personahzed 1n memory of each ca-

en .relat1ons
ocessmg, Inc., and.

d." The.
the. qmlt is: done but that Mrs Lang
- doesn’t know ‘where’ to’ send it. As of
yesterday, there were. 108: purple TOWS,..
Mrlltary fanuhes are often ansr‘

, vrce demands But that moblllty TlS accel-

.erated by a soldlers .death: ‘A man’s
w1dow most: spouses of the dead are”.
women €an remain-in base housmg for -~

- only:50 long ‘before ‘she 'has to retiirn to

the crvrhan world'-: As 3 certrfred char--

,_lets gets from

Langs that " their son Alex,. a corporal;.

Insprred by another. mllltary qu11ter, ,

a.bedcover for edch of the families of the, .

" quilt for. all fallen. Marines, who then -§

she and’ the other mothers in'a loose net- S

. comfort :and peace,?’ wrote one Marine - =
Pa. - ‘mimbers. .She made 3L calls i in search'of

1ng er fr
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. Paticia Messmer hlds @u@omfott'quilt#f

long, emotronal conversatlons When she )

rings, she;is always i¢arefill to speak'in ~

the present tense: “Are you the mother -
-of Pvt. X2” or “Are -you, the wife of Capt.
Y?” She learned quickly that putting a- -
loved one 1n the past tense is’ too shock-
~ing. -
Ina red three-rmg b1nder Mrs Mess
" mer. keeps a. record of hér successes.
".There is Army Sgt. Thomias Robbins. of,
. New: York, .about whom she ‘has three
.Dages of: notes and scratched-out phone

: the sergeant s widow, .Tinging the. local -
" newspaper; the prrncrpal of his h1gh

. .school, three mortuaries, the governor’s * . .

office and’ several people ‘with the same. . -

a as’ '.; last name. One unrelated Robbins; coinci-
,' dentally, /had a, frierid who lived aéross

the Street. from the ‘sergeant’s grand- -
.mother The grandmother Ted Mrs Mess o
pus

There s Spc Jarme' ,
v She founel ‘the: Red
in” the

manager had,

ind. all,” Mrs. Messmer ‘has doo-
| the ] margms ‘of Her notebook dur:
frat mg search for one Army, -

' “I ‘hought T could get them done in - "
“month, but’ she ‘keeps addlng them,”. -

’Mrs ‘Messmer, 'who lives in- Benson, - .
Mo, sa1d durmg a v151t to Mrs Lang s ’

'house -
AL t1mes the nonstop gr1ef Over-
whelms - Mrs. - -Lang, whose home: . is

,‘fllled with_ porcelains, of doe-eyed chil-

dren’ and _pets. She avoids loolnng at the
,photos ‘she féceives: from: grateful fami-

ave’ -to'_separate the face fr‘om the*,f ‘

elusrve one is .

lies: “To keep my émotions and’not fall : '
“into:a otal depress1on about all this, I. -



