








Last October, Saint Vincent neuro-
surgeon Wm. Paul Diefenbach was 
doing what he always does— 

performing surgery at Saint Vincent. Fast 
forward to a few weeks later, where he was 
saving lives in Iraq at a makeshift hospital 
that was once one of Saddam Hussein’s air 
force bases.  

Dr. Diefenbach, a colonel in the Army 
Reserve, recently returned from active 
duty in the Medical Corps. He was on a 
90-day Boots on the Ground (BOG)  
rotation, operating at the Air Force  
Theater Hospital, 50 miles from Baghdad.  

According to Dr. Diefenbach, the  
medical team at the hospital provided care 
to injured soldiers and stabilized them so 
that they could be air-evacuated to Land-
stuhl, Germany before coming back to the 
U.S. Four years ago, Dr. Diefenbach 
served at Landstuhl Regional Medical 
Center. The team also provided care to 
detainees, Iraqi soldiers, police and civilians. 

“The hardest part of being there was living 
in a war zone region ... knowing that there 
are bad guys on the other side of the ‘wire’ 
who want to kill you,” Dr. Diefenbach said.

Dr. Diefenbach said most injuries 
occurred primarily from improvised 
explosive devices (IEDs) and gunshot 
wounds. To put his Iraq experience into 
perspective, the base where he served is 
nicknamed “Mortaritaville” because it 
endures one to three mortar attacks daily.  

“We were protected by predator drones 
flying overhead and naval C-RAM  
structures, which fire 3,500 to 4,000 
rounds of explosives per minute,” said Dr. 
Diefenbach. “When attacks occurred, we 
had to take cover in a protected area and 
put on our ‘battle rattle,’ which is protective 
body armor.”   
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Saint Vincent Neuorsurgeon Returns from 
Saving Lives in Iraq War Zone

— Wm. Paul Diefenbach, M.D., Saint Vincent neurosurgeon”“All I did was fix broken soldiers.

Dr. Wm. Paul Diefenbach is a neurosurgeon 
at Saint Vincent. He recently served 90 days 
in Iraq, providing care to injured soldiers at 
the Air Force Theater Hospital, just 50 miles 
outside of Baghdad. 

Providing medical care to the injured 
soldiers was clearly a meaningful experience 
for Dr. Diefenbach.

“Basically, I was an old man serving in a 
war being fought by young people. I have a 
lot of respect and admiration for what they 
are doing. They are putting their lives on 
the line to help the Iraqis gain security of 
their country so we can leave,” he said. “All 
I did was fix broken soldiers.”  ✦

For more information about Saint Vincent Neurosciences, please call  
814-452-5500 or 800-326-8080.
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