
The nurses and physician assistants from the heart transplant and CPS units participated together in the 2007 Freihofers Run for Women. As
a group (CPS & HTU), they have been running the race since 2005. The employees of the HTU ran in support of the Mended Hearts group,
Chapter 310, which provides support for heart transplant patients. Participants, from left, included: Jeannine Rother, Patti Northrup, Pam
Jones, Abbie Selert, Jaymie Imperato, Mary Ann Rifenberick, Sara Mabey, Karen Gerstenberger, Sherry Walsh, and Sue Hemming.
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One of the hot summer reads
this year—number one on the
New York Times Hardcover
Nonfiction Bestseller list—is
Lone Survivor. Billed as “The
Eyewitness Account of Opera-
tion Redwing and the Lost
Heroes of SEAL Team 10,”
Lone Survivor relates in chill-
ing detail how Marcus Luttrell
and his teammates got into a
world of trouble during a
special operation in the moun-
tains of Afghanistan two years
ago, and how Luttrell survived
and was later rescued. 

What you may not know is
that the team leader for the
mission that ultimately
snatched wounded, bleeding
Luttrell out of danger in
Taliban-held territory is Albany
Medical Center emergency
department resident Josh Appel,
MD. While nearly everyone has
heard of the Navy’s special
forces, the SEALs, Appel is a
member of the special forces
that few have heard of: the
Air Force’s Pararescue Jumper
Teams, also known as PJs.

The PJs are elite warriors
whose main job is to rescue
downed aircrews. They provide
emergency medical treatment
to stabilize injured personnel
then get them out of harm’s
way. But PJs also rescue other
folks as well. It was the PJs, for
example, who rescued Army
Rangers and aircrewmen during
the operations recounted in the
book and movie Black Hawk
Down. PJs also provide support
for NASA shuttle missions and
mountain rescues in Alaska. 

In 1994, Appel had just
graduated from Arizona State
University and was working 
as an EMT in a trauma center
while waiting to receive word
about his application to
medical school. Sometime
during that period, a friend
had mentioned the PJs as an
interesting career choice. 
“I had never thought of the
military until I heard about
pararescue. When I didn’t 
get into medical school, I
thought ‘Here’s an outlet 
that fulfills both sides of me—
exciting activities and medi-

cine.’ So I decided to go for
it,” Appel says.

After basic training, Appel
was sent to the 10-week
Pararescue/Combat Control
Indoctrination Course in
Lackland, Texas. Sixty-four
candidates entered the course,
and eight graduated. “The
training is designed to break
you down,” Appel says. “They
want to weed out those who
can’t or won’t succeed, because

they are going to spend a lot
of time and money on training.”

The Pararescue Indoctrination
Course is followed by the Army
Airborne Parachutist School,
the Army Combat Divers School,
Navy Underwater Egress Train-
ing, Air Force Basic Survival
School, Army Military Freefall
Parachutist School, Special
Operations Combat Medic
Course, and Pararescue Recovery
Specialist Course, which ties
all the training together and
includes high angle rescue, rock
climbing, mountain climbing

and navigation. In all, it takes
17 months to become a PJ.

Appel served on active duty
as a PJ from 1994 to 1999.
Based in Florida, he deployed
to Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and
Turkey. “During that time, I
had the gnawing feeling that
I wanted to go back and go to
medical school. In addition, I
had lost six or seven teammates
to accidents. I realized that this
wasn’t a job I could do forever.

Since Tucson had a pararescue
team and a medical school, I
transferred into the reserves
and went to medical school
there,” he says.

While at the University of
Arizona Medical School, Appel
decided he would stick with
pararescue as long as he could.
He re-enlisted in the reserves
on September 9, 2001. Then
September 11 happened.
Appel’s team was recalled to
active duty and was being sent
to Kuwait. “Our team had a 

Continued inside

Alter Ego

Emergency Department’s Dr. Josh Appel
Instrumental in Lone Survivor Rescue in Afghanistan

Air Force Pararescue Jumper Dr. Josh Appel on duty in Afghanistan.

Medical Center
Among Nation’s
‘Most Improved’
Health Care
Organizations for
Information
Technology
Albany Med is among a group
of 25 health care organizations
named “Most Improved” in
information systems technology,
according to the American Hospi-
tal Association’s (AHA) 2007 Most
Wired Survey and Benchmarking
Study. The study appeared in the
July issue of Hospitals & Health
Networks magazine, a journal of
the AHA. The issue also contained
a list of the 100 “Most Wired”
hospitals and health systems.

“Albany Medical Center is
devoting significant resources in
health information technology as
part of the institution’s ongoing
commitment to clinical quality
and patient safety,” said George
Hickman, senior vice president and
chief information officer. “To be
recognized for our efforts—and
the successes we have already
achieved in just the first of our
multi-phased technology initia-
tive—is a great honor.” 

The Most Wired survey is con-
ducted annually by Hospitals &
Health Networks, which uses the
results to name the 100 Most
Wired. It focuses on how hospitals
use information technologies for
quality, customer service, public
health and safety, business
processes and workforce issues.
While not on the “Most Wired”
list, Albany Med was cited
among 25 organizations whose
score improved the most from
2004 to 2005.

Albany Med has deployed
several clinical systems including
Soarian Clinicals, iSite PACS (Pic-
ture Archiving Communications
System) and MedPoint barcode-
supported bedside medication
administration technology. They
are allowing clinicians to receive
and access data from many sources
and use that data for clinical
and financial decision-making.  

Plans are also underway to
deploy within the next two years
other elements of the Siemens’
Soarian suite including orders
management, documentation and
clinical workflow support, as well
as Allscripts’ Touchworks electronic
health record system within the
College’s Faculty Practice and a host
of other tools across the institution. 

“I had never thought of the military until I
heard about pararescue. . . I thought ‘Here’s
an outlet that fulfills both sides of me—
exciting activities and medicine.’ So I
decided to go for it.”
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AMC Events
August 8

Wellness Wednesday ‘Concerts at Noon’ Offering

Choices Café. Presented by the AMC Chamber
Players and sponsored by the Wellness Committee.

August 9

American Health Information Management
Association Audio Conference

1-2:30pm in MS-169. “Amending Closed Health
Records.” Sponsored by the corporate compli-
ance & audit department and Health Information
Services. Two AHIMA continuing education
credits are available for attending the session.
To register, e-mail or call Maria Santostefano
at 262-4692 by August 8.

August 9

“An Evening with the Philadelphia Orchestra -
Itzhak Perlman Returns”

Dinner buffet at 6pm at the Hall of Springs
followed by concert at 8pm. Sponsored by the
Alumni Association. The event is open to all
alumni and residents—tickets are limited. Call
262-5033 for more information.

August 13

Nursing Grand Rounds

Noon-1pm in ME-700. “Pumping Insulin:
Improving Patient Outcomes.”

August 20

White Coat Ceremony 

3:30pm in ME-700.

August 21

Cruise for Incoming Students

Annual welcoming cruise for all incoming 
students and their guests sponsored by the
Alumni Association. Transportation is provided
by Captain JP. For more information, call the
Alumni Association at 262-5033.

August 22

‘Wellness Wednesday’ Event

12:30 in D-105. Photojournalist and Global
Village Photographer Connie Frisbee Houde
will talk about the various cultures she has
encountered on her trips throughout the world.
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Licensed Radio Operators Needed
The Regional Resource Center (RRC) has purchased ham

radios as part of the Albany Medical Center disaster commu-

nication plan. These portable and wireless radios will be

able to provide communications in the case of an event

where “traditional” communications are not available. As

part of the installation, the RRC is seeking licensed radio

operators to test the ham radios. Volunteers will be needed

for approximately 30 minutes after the installation in D-106

(date to be determined) as well as for ongoing testing on a

periodic basis.  

For more information or to volunteer, please contact Scott

Heller via e-mail at hellers@mail.amc.edu or at 262-1017.

The education committee of the coronary care unit
(CCU) at Albany Med was named the 2007 Best
Nursing Team for the Greater NY/NJ Metro Area by
ADVANCE FOR NURSES Magazine. According to an
article in the magazine, “the education committee of
Albany Medical Center’s coronary care unit (CCU)
made it their mission to create a healthy work envi-
ronment by implementing the five characteristics of
team building: trust, accountability, positive conflicts,
results and communication.” The article went on to
say that, “The committee soon identified a number
of opportunities to improve CCU processes including
restructuring new staff orientation, improving com-
munication at shift change and between professional
staff, and standardizing critical care documentation.”
Team members include, back row, from left: Eileen
Denison, RN; Bernadette House, CCU clinical nurse
specialist; Todd Zenio, RN; Mary Perrecone, CCU and
dialysis nurse manager; Nicole Nichols, RN; and Scott
Hargraves, RN. Sitting, from left: Nancy Connors, RN;
Amy Bankert, RN; Diane Hamilton, RN, IV evening
educator; Marlene Brookins, RN; and Carol Mizerak,
assistant nurse manager. Missing from photo: Elizabeth
Paul, RN, IV day educator; Evie Ristau, RN; Kim
Masterson, RN; Sheila Cenzia, RN; and Gina Laroe, RN.
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meeting,” Appel says. “I was
willing to leave medical school
and go with them, but they
said, ‘stay in school and help
train the younger PJs who will
go over,’ so I did that.”

Appel graduated from
medical school in May, 2005,
and he volunteered to go with
his team to Afghanistan.
Based in Kandahar, the team
would be on alert for two days
then off for two. “We would
get launched to pick up people
from the battlefield and some-
times for humanitarian stuff.”

When he wasn’t on alert,
Appel would volunteer at the
Army hospital, where he got 
a lot of experience dealing
with trauma. 

In late June, 2005, Appel
and his team members had just
come back from recovering a
Marine who had fallen out of
a humvee and drowned. They
were due to leave Afghanistan
soon and were packing up their
gear, unaware they would
soon cross paths with the Navy
SEALs. “We were dead tired
and dirty,” Appel says, “and
we had just flown through a
valley where a Taliban had
tried to take us out with a
rocket-propelled grenade.” 

At the same time, Navy SEAL
Marcus Luttrell and three team-

mates were inserted deep into
the mountains of Afghanistan
to capture or kill a top Taliban
operative the SEALs called
“Sharmak.” The four SEALs
had just settled themselves in
a surveillance position on a
plateau above Sharmak’s
village when three goatherds
and their goats approached
the SEAL position.

Militarily, the smart thing
would have been to kill the
three goatherds so they could
not reveal the SEALs’ position
to the Taliban, but from a
humanitarian standpoint . . .
“We’re not murderers,” Luttrell
said, and they let the goatherds
go. About half an hour later,
100 to 200 Taliban came over
the ridge and headed toward
the SEALs’ position. The SEALs
fought, but they were badly
outnumbered, and the only
route of escape was down the
nearly vertical mountainside
behind them.

Under withering fire, the
SEALs tumbled down the
mountainside and sought cover
under an overhang. Then Lt.
Michael Murphy did an incred-
ibly brave thing; he stood in
the open so that he could get a
clear signal to make a Sat-phone
call to let his command know
they were in trouble and
needed help. A rescue was
launched, but a Taliban RPG
took out the Chinook helicopter
and killed all 18 rescuers aboard.

Ultimately, three of Luttrell’s
SEAL team were killed, and
Luttrell was shot in the thigh
by a sniper, broke his nose,
smashed his wrist, cracked three
vertebrae, and was riddled with
shrapnel from a grenade. He

spent the next couple of days
falling and crawling across the
mountains of Afghanistan until
he was taken in by friendly
Afghan villagers who vowed to
protect him from the Taliban
under the Afghan tradition of
lokhay. An old man from the
village walked 30 miles with a
note from Luttrell to an
American base.

“I was just carrying my last
bag out to the transport unit
when somebody yelled for
me,” Appel takes on the story.
“They’d gotten a report that a
Chinook had been shot down,
and that’s when we learned
that a SEAL team was missing.”

“We flew all-night search
patterns, trying to locate
Luttrell. We were getting hits
on the rescue radio, and we
had drones and satellites in
the area when we got the note
from Luttrell the old man
brought down from the moun-
tain. It said ‘Everyone else is
dead. I’m alive,’ and we knew
where he was,” says Appel.

The PJs put together their
rescue plan and presented it
to Joint Special Operations
Command. Appel was picked
as team leader because he was
a Master Sergeant and had the
most medical training, and the
planners knew that Luttrell
was wounded. The paramedic
for the rescue would be Appel’s
roommate, Chris Piercecchi.

Two other PJs would fly in a
second HH60 helicopter in
case anything happened to
the first. The plan was to go in
at night since the Chinook had
been shot down during a
daytime rescue attempt.

“I wasn’t scared,” Appel
says, “but I was nervous about
letting my teammates and air-
crew down. We were flying into
a known hot zone and going
on the ground. I’m listening to
all the radio chatter from the
A-10s and helicopter gunships
flying in support of us: ‘There
are known enemies 300 meters
north; a known enemy 100
meters south of your position.’
And on top of this, I’m aware
that the Taliban are known to
set search and rescue traps.”

As the helicopter was
descending to land, the rotors

kicked clouds of dust, and the
rescuers couldn’t see. The
landing zone turned out to be
just a ledge on the mountain.
Too far left, and the rotors
would hit the side of the
mountain; too far right, and
they’d fall off the cliff. The
pilot saw some sort of plant in
front of him, cut power, and
the helicopter slammed to the
ground. As soon they touched
down, Appel and Piercecchi
pulled the door open and
brought the Stokes litter out.

“With the night vision
goggles, the noise of the
rotors, and the dust, it was
hard to see, hard to hear.
Suddenly two guys in Afghan
garb approached us from the
rear. Good guys or bad guys? I
dropped to one knee and put
my sights on center mass of
the big one. Then Chris did
the authentication on Marcus
Luttrell. We got him and the
guy from the village who pro-
tected him on board and took
off,” Appel says.

They flew to a forward air -
base where there was a medical
team on a C-130 transport
plane. Luttrell insisted on
walking to the aircraft. Appel
and Piercecchi helped him. It
was July 2, 2005. Marcus
Luttrell was rescued.

In July, 2006, Appel started
his residency in emergency
medicine at the Medical Center.
He’s still in the PJ reserves and
has been promoted to Captain.
He now serves as flight surgeon
to the PJ teams.

Appel lives in Albany with
his dog, Juno, an American
pitbull terrier rescued from
Hurricane Katrina. “They were
going to kill all the pitbulls,”
Appel explains. “When I saw
this dog, he was just wild. So I
adopted him. I guess I like a
challenge.”

Faculty News

A. John Popp, MD
Henry and Sally Schaffer Chair of Surgery, Head of Neurosurgery
and Co-Director of the Neurosciences Institute
was selected as president elect of the World Academy of Neuro-
logical Surgeons at the recent meeting in Verona , Italy. The elite
group studies and analyzes trends in neurosurgery worldwide
and as a leadership group makes decisions on policy and educa-
tional goals. His term begins in 2009. Popp was also recently
selected as a member of the Residency Review Committee for
neurological surgery of the American Council of Graduate
Medical Education. The RRC is the national organization that
accredits residency training programs.

Kevin Pumiglia, PhD, John Schwarz, PhD,
Dee Van Riper, PhD, Peter Vincent, PhD,
and Yong-Xiao Wang, PhD 
recently reviewed more than 60 grants for the American Heart
Association. These grants include predoctoral, postdoctoral,
Scientist Development Grant, Grant in Aid and Established
Investigator Grants. Also, Drs. Vincent and Wang were recently
promoted to the level of professor with tenure in the Center
for Cardiovascular Science. Roman Ginnan, PhD, was promoted
to assistant professor.

Timothy Sellati, PhD
Associate Professor, Center for Immunology & Microbial Disease
was invited to participate in the National Institutes of Health,
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases “Develop-
ment of Reagents for TLR and Other Innate Immune Receptors:
Present Challenges-Future Directions Workshop” in Bethesda,
MD, in June. Sellati was the discussion leader for the session
titled “Pattern Recognition Receptors and Regulation of
Immune Response” and gave a presentation titled “From the
Outside In: Bridging the Reagent Gap Between TLRs and NLRs.”

Karen Duus, PhD 
Assistant Professor, Center for Immunology & Microbial Disease
was selected to present a poster titled “Development of an
HHV-7-Specific Titer Assay” at the 32nd Annual International
Herpesvirus Workshop in Asheville, NC, in July.

Transfer Center Team

From left, back row: Bob Martin, LPN,
Rebecca Whiting, referral access
coordinator, Bernie Rich, RN, and
John Bleichert, RN. Middle row:
Roz Thigpen, LPN, Lissette Ramos,
RN, and Tracy Vincent, RN. Front
row: Maryanne Lynch, LPN, Peggy
Mahoney, RN, and Karen Koster, RN.
Transfers into Albany Medical Center are up signifi-
cantly in recent years as community hospitals throughout north-
eastern New York and western New England struggle with special
coverage issues and other pressing financial matters. Increasingly,
they are transferring their sickest and most critically injured
patients to our institution and that’s where the Transfer Center
comes in. This team coordinates all of the many details associated
with this process. Several individuals nominated this group for
the All Star Award. According to one colleague, “The Transfer
Center staff is keenly aware of the need for accuracy, timeliness
and dependability when sharing information and coordinating

transfers. Each member demonstrates an understanding of how
their role and function impacts the flow of patient access into
Albany Medical Center. The patient is always at the center of
each call that is handled.” Wrote another, “The Transfer Center
team members treat all callers with professional courtesy, concern
and patience. They are aware of the importance of their frontline
representation of Albany Medical Center.” Other nominators
used words such as “positive attitude,” “polite,’ “well organ-
ized,” “prompt,” “knowledgeable,” to describe the members 
of the team.

“They’d gotten a report that a Chinook had
been shot down, and that’s when we
learned that a SEAL team was missing.”

Dr. Josh Appel (continued from page 1)

In the ED, Dr. Appel consults with Dr. Mara McErlean, chair of emergency medicine,
as student Rashmi Jayadevan looks on.

Dr. Josh Appel
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College Team’s Breast Cancer Research Published 

Albany Med Recognized in US & World Report Ad for Implementing
Quality Cardiac and Stroke Care

A study by Albany Medical
College researchers that iden-
tified and developed a synthetic
compound with the same 
biological characteristics as
alpha-fetoprotein (AFP), a
pregnancy-associated molecule
believed to be responsible for
reducing the risk of breast
cancer among mothers, has been
published in the Journal of the
American Chemical Society.

The researchers believe
these anti-estrogenic molecules
have the potential to perhaps
someday prevent and/or more
effectively treat breast cancer. 

The team led by Thomas
Andersen, PhD, professor in
the Center for Cardiovascular
Sciences, James Bennett, PhD,
professor in the Center for
Immunology and Microbial
Disease, and Herbert Jacobson,
PhD, Center for Cardiovascular
Sciences, analyzed AFP—a
growth-regulating hormone
produced by the fetal liver. AFP
has proven to slow down estro-

gen-dependent cell growth in
rats and mice. 

“It has long been known
that women who experience
pregnancy are at lower risk of
developing breast cancer later
in life than women who were
never pregnant,” said
Andersen. “Our research is
based on the theory that AFP,
which naturally occurs in
women who have been preg-
nant, is a source of protection
from breast cancer. Based on
this discovery, two years ago
we developed AFPep, a syn-
thetic peptide, which has
proven effective in both the
prevention and treatment of
breast cancer in lab models.”

According to Andersen, “To
further our research, a team 
from Hamilton College used
computational techniques to
further identify smaller,
simpler molecules. Our team
then synthesized their pre-
dicted molecules to discover
that they are potential anti-

breast cancer compounds in
animal systems.”

In recent tests, AFPep
stopped the growth of human
breast cancer cells implanted
in immune deficient mice and
it decreased the incidence of
breast cancers in rats that had
been injected with a chemical
carcinogen. When combined

with the currently used breast
cancer drug Tamoxifen, AFPep
reduced breast cancer in rats
by 77 percent. AFPep alone
yielded a 23 percent decrease
in the cancer rate in the
animal models.

The results are preliminary
and significant research
remains to be done to demon-

strate whether the substance
could ultimately be used in
humans to reduce the inci-
dence of breast cancer in
women, the researchers noted.

Besides skin cancer, breast
cancer is the most common
form of cancer among women
and is the second leading
cause of cancer death among

women. With nearly 70
percent of all breast cancer
cases dependent on estrogen
for cell growth, this discovery
could possibly represent a
new class of potential breast
cancer treatment drugs.
Currently, Tamoxifen is the
preferred drug for estrogen
dependent breast cancer.    

Albany Med was one of a group of hospitals in the United States
recognized in the July 23 issue of US News & World Report by
the American Heart Association/American Stroke Association’s
Get With the Guidelines (GWTG) program in an ad for its per-
formance achievement in cardiac and stroke patient care. 

The GWTG program is a quality-improvement program that
helps hospitals ensure that patients consistently receive cardiac
and stroke care in accordance with the most up-to-date guide-
lines and recommendations. GWTG has three modules to help
hospitals use evidence-based guidelines to treat patients with
coronary artery disease, stroke and/or heart failure. Hospitals that
continually meet or exceed the nationally accepted standards, or
guidelines, improve their quality patient care. 

Upon meeting criteria specific to each module, hospitals are recog-
nized for performance achievement if at least 85 percent of their
cardiac or stroke patients (without contraindications) are treated and
discharged according to the American Heart Association/American
Stroke Association’s guidelines and recommendations. The American
Heart Association/American Stroke Association’s ad recognizes Albany
Med’s commitment and success in performance achievement. The
stroke team is led by Gary Bernardini, MD, PhD, associate professor and
director of stroke and neurocritical care, departments of neurology and
neurosurgery, and Edith M. Hellman and Hellman Family Chair in
Stroke Medicine, and the cardiac team is led by Edward Philbin, MD,
associate professor and vice chair for clinical affairs, department of
medicine, and Governor George E. Pataki Chair in Cardiology.

“Our research is based on the theory that
AFP, which naturally occurs in women who
have been pregnant, is a source of protec-
tion from breast cancer.”

All-Stars
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