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T
o this day, Jim Kosmo 
doesn’t know what 
came over him the day 
he offered to write a 

book about a Twin Cities vet-
eran who lost both of his legs 
while serving in Iraq.

Sure, Kosmo, an Eau Claire 
native and 1959 graduate of 
Memorial High School, had 
written plenty of newspaper sto-
ries and some speeches earlier 

in his career, 
but nothing 
approaching 
the size and 
scope of a 
book.

And at the 
time he made 
the proposal 
in April 2008, 
Kosmo had 
spent decades 
as a full-time 
Mississippi 
riverboat 
pilot.

Yet there he 
was, after lis-
tening to Staff 

Sgt. John Kriesel give an inspi-
rational speech at a Boy Scouts 
fundraiser, telling the complete 
stranger he should write a book 
about his remarkable recovery 
from horrific injuries inflicted 
by a 200-pound roadside bomb.

When Kriesel responded that 
he’d like to but isn’t much of 
a writer, Kosmo sputtered, “I 
could do that,” and a relation-
ship was forged.

Two years later, after Kosmo 
spent close to 100 hours inter-
viewing Kriesel about his near-
death experience, the unlikely 
duo produced “Still Standing: 
The Story of SSG John Kriesel.”

The self-published biogra-
phy, which has captured eight 
national book awards and sold 
nearly 15,000 print copies and 
another 5,000 e-books, launched 
its third printing this month.

Kosmo, 71, now of Bayport, 
Minn., just across the St. Croix 
River from North Hudson, made 
the bold and unorthodox deci-
sion to write the book in first 
person, present tense using the 
30-year-old Kriesel’s voice to 
allow readers to walk with him 
on his amazing journey.

Kosmo, who revealed that 
he often woke up in the mid-
dle of the night and typed out 
passages, said the intensely 
personal style caused him to 
“almost feel like I was John” 
during the writing process. 
Indeed, Kosmo interviewed 
close to 20 of Kriesel’s brothers 
in arms to confirm details and 
fill in the blanks from the eight 
days Kriesel spent in a coma. 

Into the fire
The book wastes little time 

putting readers right in Kri-
esel’s Army boots, opening with 
a chapter that describes in gut-
wrenching detail the day — Dec. 
2, 2006 — that an explosion tore 
apart his armored Humvee, blew 
away his legs, crushed his pelvis, 
broke bones in his arms, caused 
severe internal injuries and 
killed two of his best friends.

In the 11 minutes it took for 

a medical helicopter to arrive 
after the explosion, Kriesel, 
a trained emergency medical 
technician, recalled the realiza-
tion that his chance of surviv-
ing was slim as he helplessly 
watched while as much as half 
of his blood stained the scorch-
ing desert sand.

 “The lack of anything resem-
bling legs and the sickening 
sight of my twisted, useless arm 
should toss me into shear panic, 

but it is the sudden fear that I 
am not going home, never going 
to see my beautiful wife, never 
squeeze my little boys again that 
is more painful than my massive 
wounds,” Kriesel says on the 
book’s opening page.

Despite Kriesel’s gruesome 
ordeal — the Minnesota National 
Guard member was shocked 
back to life three times, survived 

 Contributed photos

Above: Memorial High School graduate Jim Kosmo, right, visited the Minnesota Legislature recently with John Kriesel, who wasn’t expected to survive 
after losing both legs in a roadside bomb explosion while serving in Iraq but returned home on two prosthetic legs and won election to the Minnesota 
House of Representatives. Kosmo wrote a book, “Still Standing: The Story of SSG John Kriesel,” about Kriesel that has won eight national book 
awards. Top: The cover photo for “Still Standing” was taken at Fort McCoy, where Kriesel showed up to greet his Minnesota National Guard unit when 
it returned from Iraq. The unit left Kriesel’s spot in the formation open and then signaled him to take his position before he was presented with his 
Bronze Star.
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Left: Then-President George W. 
Bush presented a Purple Heart to 
Kriesel during a Dec. 22, 2006, 
visit to Walter Reed Army Medical 
Center, where the soldier was 
recovering from serious injuries 
suffered in a bombing in Iraq. 
Kriesel’s wife, Katie, held the 
couple’s sons Broden, 4, and 
Elijah, 5, during the presentation. 
Far left: After spending several 
years as a journalist, Kosmo 
worked for nearly three decades 
as a riverboat captain for a family 
business, Padelford Riverboat Co. 
in St. Paul, before agreeing to write 
the biography with Kriesel.

Memorial grad’s award-winning work tells tale of an amazing recovery

 Contributed photo

Before his injury, Staff Sgt. John Kriesel spent a 
few minutes with Iraqi boys while taking a census 
of nearby villages during his deployment to Iraq. 
His unit spent much of its time working with 
villagers near Fallujah.

Kosmo will talk about “Still 
Standing” during these two Eau 
Claire appearances on Monday, 
April 30: 

■ Eau Claire Rotary Club, 
noon, Eau Claire Golf & Coun-
try Club, 828 Clubview Lane, 
Altoona.

■ Public author’s discussion, 
7 p.m., North Presbyterian 
Church, 1516 Birch St.

Kriesel, Dude of the Statehouse, heading home 
 By Jon Tevlin
Star Tribune

Minnesota state Rep. John 
Kriesel was putting his two 
boys, Broden and Elijah, 
to bed last month when he 
delivered some news that got 
their attention.

“I’ve decided not to run for 
re-election,” Kriesel said.

A big 
smile 
broke 

out on Broden’s face. “Does 
that mean you’ll be around a 
lot more?” Elijah asked.

“I promise I will,” Kriesel 
said.

The Kriesel kids’ gain will 
be the state’s loss.

A veteran of the Iraq War, 
the quick-witted and good-
natured Republican from 
Cottage Grove, Minn., had 

become the Dude in the 
Statehouse, a guy’s guy who 
showed uncommon common 
sense and rare bravery and 
independence.

When politicians say they 
are quitting to spend more 
time with their family, it 
usually means they expect a 
drubbing in the next election 
or there’s a scandal brewing.

“No scandal,” said Kri-
esel, cracking a big smile. 
“That excuse — I’m doing 
it for my family — has been 
cheapened.”

He said he also wasn’t 
fearful that an attack by 
Tea Party activists would 
threaten his seat. Make no 
mistake, Kriesel considers 
himself a loyal Republican, 
but he also broke rank when 
his conscience told him to. 
Most notable was his passion-
ate speech on the House floor 
in which he talked about gay 
soldiers who fought next to 
him who, under his party’s 
proposal, would be banned 
from getting married. It 
was a speech that drew rau-

cous cheers from gay rights 
 supporters gathered outside 
the chambers.

Sitting in his back row seat 
in the Minnesota House a 
few weeks ago, Kriesel was 
at times in awe of what his 
one term in office allowed 
him to do.

Looking up at the ornate 
ceiling and impressive art-
work, Kriesel said, “I love 
this job. I visited the Capi-
tol when I was a kid and was 
amazed, but I never thought 
I’d be sitting here.”

As he chatted, action con-
tinued on the floor, but Kri-
esel ignored it.

“Nothing important,” he 
said. “People are just passing 
bills for the next election. I 

“The biggest thing I’m proud of is showing that 
a regular guy can come in here and make a dif-
ference. Instead of sitting home getting angry 
watching the news, I had a say.”

— Minnesota state Rep. John Kriesel

See AUTHOR, Page 2E

See KRIESEL, Page 2E

“Still Standing: 
The Story of SSG 
John Kriesel” is 
available from 
stillstanding
story.com and 
major online 
booksellers. Au-
tographed copies 
can be obtained 
through author 
Jim Kosmo at 
Jim@stillstanding
story.com.
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We have been running a Page-2  Value 
Coupon in the Leader-Telegram and have 

had great results with bringing in new clients 
and getting exposure for our 

business in a very economical 
way in the newspaper..

Starting a new business can be very 
complicated and scary.

Thank you Leader-Telegram for 
making our advertising options easy 

to understand and affordable. We 
will continue to use your newspaper 
as a media tool as a way to grow our 

salon's clientele.

Above & Beyond 
Hair Salon

1039 N. Hastings Way
Eau Claire, WI 54703

715.833.8303

The Leader-Telegram advertising department 

can help your business, too.

Call 833-9200 or 1-800-236-8808 for more 

information about Leader-Telegram advertising.

Leader-Telegram • The Country Today • Leader Printing
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Back left to right - Rachael, Amy, Kristen. Front left to right - Sherry, Terriann, Angela.

WE ACCEPT JO-ANN & HANCOCK COUPONS
Hamilton Square • 2819 E. Hamilton Ave., Eau Claire

838-9044 • M-F 9-8  Sat. 9-5  Sun. 12-5
4 Locations in 

Minneapolis/St. Cloud MN., Rochester MN., Fargo ND., & Sioux Falls SD.
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Sunday, April 15 thru Saturday, April 21

60% OFF
Any 1 Regular Priced Fabric Item

Remnants and Sale Items Not Included
Must present coupon to receive discount. Sale offer can be used once per person, 

per day and cannot be combined with any other sale event. Some exclusions.

MILL END TEXTILES

SUPER COUPON
SALE

Coupon Valid Sun., April 15 thru Sat., April 21

50%
Any One Regular Priced 
Quilt Fabric Cut On Bolts

Must present coupon to receive discount.
Sale offer can be used once per person, 

per day. Cannot be combined with other sale 
events. Remnants not included.

OFF

www.millendtextiles.com

MILL END 
TEXTILES

Coupon Valid Sun., April 15 thru Sat., April 21

50%

All Decorator Fabrics On Tubes
Must present coupon to receive discount.
Sale offer can be used once per person, 

per day. Cannot be combined with other sale 
events. Remnants not included.

OFF

Mill EndTextiles

Mill EndTextiles

Coupon Valid Sun., April 15 thru Sat., April 21

50%
Any One Regular Priced 

Silk Fabric Cut • Solids/Fancies • Rems & Tubes
Must present coupon to receive discount.
Sale offer can be used once per person, 

per day. Cannot be combined with other sale 
events. Remnants not included.

OFF
Mill EndTextiles

Coupon Valid Sun., April 15 thru Sat., April 21

50%
Any One Regular Priced 

Notions Item
Must present coupon to receive discount. Sale offer 

can be used once per person, per day. Cannot be 
combined with other sale events. While supplies last.
Books, patterns, foam, all batting, down pillows, 
OLFA products & Gingher scissors not included.

OFF
Mill EndTextiles

35 surgeries and endured 
months of recovery and 
rehabilitation  — the book 
ultimately is a story of 
hope and resilience.

The man who doc-
tors didn’t expect to sur-
vive and then was told he 
would need a wheelchair 
the rest of his life walked 
out of Walter Reed Army 
Medical Center — on two 
prosthetic legs — nine 
months after the bomb 
blast and now is a repre-
sentative from Cottage 
Grove in the Minnesota 
Legislature.

In the book’s foreword, 
former Minnesota Gov. 
Tim Pawlenty describes 
visiting Kriesel at Walter 
Reed. “As I walked into 
his room, I was hoping 
that I could provide some 
encouragement and com-
fort to a wounded war-
rior,” Pawlenty wrote. 
“Instead, I left the hospi-
tal being encouraged and 
comforted by John and 
his incredibly strong wife, 
Katie.”

Upbeat message
Kosmo reveals that Kri-

esel considers himself 
lucky, both to have sur-
vived and to have been 
helped by so many peo-
ple — medical personnel, 
Army comrades, family, 
friends and strangers — 
along the way. In just one 
example, New Richmond 
contractor Bill Derrick, 
the man who first con-
nected the author and his 
subject, built the wounded 
soldier a handicapped-
accessible house at cost.

“One message in the 
book is your attitude is 
huge in dealing with the 
bad things that happen to 
everybody at some point,” 
Kosmo said. “While most 
people aren’t going to get 

blown up by a roadside 
bomb, they need to know 
they can survive what-
ever adversity they face. 
Nobody can demonstrate 
that any better than John.”

Kosmo’s sister, the Rev. 
Sandee Kosmo of North 
Presbyterian Church 
in Eau Claire, said she 
recalled being unenthused 
about reading another 
gory war story when her 
brother asked her to edit 
the book. But she was 
pleasantly surprised.

“To my amazement, the 
gory war part is just the 
beginning of a wonderful 
love story,” Sandee Kosmo 
said. “It goes farther 
though. It shows what a 
whole community of sup-
porters can do to support 
someone coming home 
from the ravages of war ...

“So many things were 
orchestrated by so many 
incredible people, I had 
tears in my eyes as I could 
not put the book down, 
and forgot I was function-
ing as an editor.”

Bond created
While the response to 

the book has been over-
whelmingly positive, Jim 
Kosmo said he did have 
misgivings about includ-
ing some profanity, con-
sidering young people 
are a target audience, but 
decided it was necessary 
for realism.

“When you’re getting 
your legs blown off, golly 
gee doesn’t seem to cover 
it,” he said. 

In piecing together the 
book, Kosmo, himself a 
veteran after joining the 
Air Force following one 

year at UW-Eau Claire, 
developed a special rela-
tionship with Kriesel, who 
Kosmo labels “an incred-
ibly good friend.” The pair 
rarely go a day without 
making contact.

“The guy is the most 
inspirational, positive 
person you’d ever want 
to meet,” Kosmo said of 
Kriesel, who often wears 
shorts to show off what 
Kosmo calls his “bionic” 
legs but then makes gawk-
ers forget about his inju-
ries with a ready smile and 
friendly handshake.

Kosmo credits his 12th 
grade English teacher at 
Memorial, Pearl Land-
fair, with inspiring him to 
become a writer with this 
unusual pep talk toward 
the end of his senior year: 
“Your penmanship is 
horrible and you cannot 
spell, but I can feel the 
passion in your writing. 
You should take a typing 
course, buy a pocket dic-
tionary and find a job in 
journalism.”

Lesson learned.
And five decades later 

the passion, like the sub-
ject of his book, is still 
standing. 

Lindquist can be reached 
at 715-833-9209, 800-236-
7077 or eric.lindquist@
ecpc.com.

wish we would just get 
out of here.”

It’s typical candor from 
Kriesel, who once told me 
the most distinctive dif-
ference between this job 
and his job in the military 
is that every one of his 
fellow soldiers was doing 
the job for their country, 
rather than themselves.

He was quick to point 
out that he respected the 
hard work of many of his 
colleagues, and would 
miss them.

“Republicans get 
labeled as mean-spirited, 
and some of them do it to 
themselves,” he said. But 
he’s also gotten to know 
a lot of legislators “who 
are willing to have an 
open mind and look at the 
other side.”

He said every one of 
them sacrifices family life 
for the job, which is why 
he’s quitting.

It’s Katie’s turn now
Kriesel said his wife, 

Katie, delayed her career 
when he was in the mili-
tary, and again while she 
sat by his side after his 
legs were blown off by 
an IED, then again when 
he won office.

“She’s passed on a cou-
ple of opportunities, and 
she’s got a lot to offer,” 
said Kriesel. “It’s her 
turn to shine. The sky is 
the limit for her.”

Kriesel’s adoration of 
his wife is evident when 
he speaks about how she 
gave up everything when 
he was wounded, and 
insisted on being with 
him when the anti-gay 
marriage vote was taken 
— a low point in his term 
that made him “numb.”

A big sports fan who 
has a Vikings tattoo on 
his arm, Kriesel uses a 
football analogy when 
describing how lucky he 
was to find a woman who 
is both smart and pretty: 
“Yeah, I really out-kicked 
my coverage,” he said.

“The biggest thing I’m 
proud of is showing that 
a regular guy can come 
in here and make a dif-
ference,” Kriesel said. 
“Instead of sitting home 
getting angry watching 
the news, I had a say.”

“Now, I don’t think I’m 
just the representative 
who lost his legs in Iraq,” 
said Kriesel. “It’s ‘Hey, it’s 
the representative who 
busted his ass here.’ ”

The most rewarding 
aspect was one he didn’t 
expect, helping constitu-
ents negotiate problems 
or cut through red tape.

Wait, a Republican 
who acknowledges peo-
ple sometimes need help 
from the government?

“I’ve had so many 
people help me along 
the way,” Kriesel said. 
“People had fundraisers 
and benefits when I was 
wounded. It feels good to 
give back a little.”

Kriesel will continue 
a second, part-time job 
doing marketing for the 
Army National Guard, 
but mostly, he’ll be a dad.

“I’m going to teach my 
boys how to fish and play 
ball and cook meat,” Kri-
esel said. “I’m going to 
go to Las Vegas with my 
buddies. I’m going to put 
in the dock at my cabin 
up on Lake Mille Lacs.

“Feet up, cocktail 
in hand, meat in the 
smoker.”

McClatchy-Tribune

Kriesel/Wife put her career on hold
from Page 1E

Author/Project leads to 
strong bond between two men
from Page 1E

 ‘Hunger Games’ helps target archery audience
  By Andy Grimm
Chicago Tribune

CHICAGO — When Archery 
Bow Range opened two years 
ago in Chicago’s Humboldt 
Park neighborhood, the owners 
expected to subsist on a small 
but steady stream of bow hunt-
ers and target shooters — the 
traditional, mostly male crowd 
that has defined the sport’s 
modest fan base since the days 
of 1930s film star Errol Flynn.

But Hollywood has rediscov-
ered the bow and arrow, and the 
target audience has shifted and 
grown. Archery may not have 
had much of a coolness factor 
when it was just a staple of sum-
mer camps and gym classes, but 
now it may have something bet-
ter: a Katniss factor.

Mirroring a national boom, 
introductory archery classes 
have been packed as the buzz for 
“Hunger Games” and its bow-
toting heroine, Katniss Ever-
deen, has grown. Classes at the 
range have been packed, mostly 
with girls and women hoping to 
channel their inner Katniss, said 
instructor Eva Yam.

“The last couple of weeks 

have been crazy,” said Yam, who 
read the “Hunger Games” tril-
ogy of books last year, hoping 
to keep up on story references 
from her new students.

“(The crowds) were definitely 
all ‘Hunger Games’-related. We 
had a group of 20-something 
women who came in for a birth-
day party, who were going to the 
movie afterward. One of them 

had a T-shirt that said ‘Team 
Katniss.’ ”

At a recent introductory class, 
so many newbie archers showed 
up that they had to rotate onto 
the shooting range in three 
groups of six. All three instruc-
tors were female, as were more 
than half the participants — as 
were the shooters in an archery 
league across the hall.

The appeal of “Hunger 
Games” to young and not-so-
young adults was strongly in 
evidence. The periodic breaks 
between rounds of shooting 
gave 10-year-old Isla Herrera 
of Skokie, Ill., time to thumb 
through her copy of “Catching 
Fire,” the second book in the 
“Hunger Games” trilogy.

“In the movie (Katniss) 
seemed softer,” Isla said. “I liked 
her better in the book.”

A trip to the range seemed 
like an ideal date for Victoria 
Kim, 29, who jumped at the invi-
tation from Eric Seto, 30.

“I was like, ‘I am so down to 
go to archery,’ ” admitted Kim, 
who saw the movie. “Yes, Kat-
niss was my inspiration.”

Archery, which has struggled 
to find a niche in popular cul-
ture roughly since the invention 
of firearms, is enjoying a rare 
moment in the spotlight.

In the last year the Archery 
Trade Association has noted a 20 
percent increase in equipment 
sales. Visits to USA Archery’s 
website jumped 30 percent in 
January and February, and the 
youth divisions at sanctioned 

events are now the largest por-
tion of the sport, spokeswoman 
Teresa Iaconi said. 

“I think the kids now have 
heroes in the sport,” Iaconi said. 

This summer’s slate of 
releases also includes “The 
Avengers,” with wisecracking 
superhero archer Hawkeye, and 
“Brave,” a Disney-Pixar produc-
tion featuring willful heroine 
Princess Merida, who might 
give Katniss a run for her money 
in both feminine moxie and 
sharpshooting.

USA Archery hopes to make 
stars out of real-life archers this 
August, when the 2012 Sum-
mer Olympics in London will 
feature favorite Brady Elli-
son, the world’s No. 1-ranked 
men’s archer, and Khatuna 
Lorig, a Team USA member 
who coached Katniss herself — 
“Hunger Games” star Jennifer 
Lawrence. 

Iaconi hopes a few gold med-
als will get kids and the media 
interested in a version of archery 
in which — unlike in “Hunger 
Games” — competitors don’t 
shoot their arrows at each other. 

McClatchy-Tribune
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Isla Herrera, 10, of Skokie, Ill., releases an arrow while learning archery at 
Archery Bow Range Chicago in the Windy City.
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