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No Cost Too High for Congressman Cliff Stearns 
By Harold Saive 
Gainesville, FL, 6/13/2004 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cliff Stearns  has been a U.S. Congressman in Florida's 6th District 
since 1988.  During his 16 years in office, Stearns has served on the 
Energy & Commerce, Veterans' Affairs, and House Policy 
Committees.  Stearns, A Republican, lives in Ocala.  His performance 
rating for the Vietnam Veterans of America is only 55%, while 
Disabled Veterans awarded Stearns a "zero" on their issues. 

 
In mid-May Congressional debates began on our record-high defense spending Bill. 
 
On May 20th, Congressman Stearns joined in a budget commitment by both the House 
and the Senate to provide, among other things, around $1 billion to protect forces with 
better armored Humvees and ballistic protection for medium and heavy tactical vehicles.  
Stearns was well versed with the thin-skinned Humvee's deadly problems and the chronic 
delay of body armor deliveries  needed to protect our troops in Iraq. 
 
Items in the defense spending bill are available to Congress members  days and weeks 
ahead of Congressional  debates.  It's reasonable to assume that Stearns would have had 
access to most every element in the Bill by the first week in May. 
 
On May 11th, the Ocala Star Banner reported there was an urgent request for a shipment 
of body armor to protect the soldiers of the 351st Army Military Police.  
 
The request came from 1st Sergeant Fred Chisholm who had sent an urgent e-mail to his 
civilian boss, Ed Dean, Sheriff of Marion County, Florida.  Chisholm said he needed the 
vests ASAP to line the inside of his Humvees to provide needed protect ion against further 

Thin-Skinned Humvees - nick-named "rolling coffins" were carelessly  supplied to American 
Troops in a hostile Iraq.  The vehicles expose troops to deadly dangers from roadside bombs that 
rip shrapnel through the fiberglass body and canvass doors.  RPG's and sniper fire can pierce the 
thin exterior like a knife slicing through melting butter.  
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injuries from roadside bombs.  While escorting a convoy, the 351st had recently 
sustained three casualties from a roadside bomb that ripped shrapnel through the side of 
their Humvee.  
 
Sheriff Dean responded with a hugely successful drive that netted over 1200 bullet-proof 
vests from cooperative  law enforcement  agencies around Florida.  The vests had 
exceeded the five year expiration date for public safety use, but the Kevlar material  
promised to offer significant protection to the soldiers of the 351st.   
 
Sheriff Dean wrote:  "We need to respond quickly to Sergeant Chisholm's request.  I am 
going to do all I can to send the vest material requested. Sergeant Chisholm's letter 
should be viewed in a positive light by all who may receive this correspondence .  By 
working together, we can meet the need perceived by our deserving troops in Iraq". 
 
The Army had previously admitted  its mistake in supplying thin-skinned Humvees for 
hostile duty in Iraq.  "It was never anticipated that there would be things like roadside 
bombs in the vast number we've seen here." said General Mark Hertling, assistant 
commander for the 1st armored division.  
 
Dean's letter and Sergeant  Chisholm's  e-mail, were Faxed to Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld and U.S Congressman, Cliff Stearns - (R-FL, Dist. 6).  Chisholm's 
letter was sent to the Marion County Congressional Delegation.  When Stearns and the 
delegation members were asked why the armor had not been provided, they responded: 
"...the military didn't anticipate the insurgency."  
 
Sergeant Chisholm is a victim of politics:  An attack on the credibility of Chisholm's 
urgent request for more armor began when Stearns attempted to publicly humiliate  
Sheriff Dean.  Stearns sent a letter to the Star Banner claiming the Sheriff had 
misrepresented the plight of the 351st Military Police Company and "included spurious 
accusations concerning congressional support for these troops."  As if that wasn't 
enough, the Marion County Congressional delegation  followed up by lambasting  Dean 
for responding to Chisholm's request.  
 
Stearns continued to waste precious time by deferring to Army sources who alleged the 
Humvees supplied to the 351st were "already up-armored".   But Stearns had to know 
that only a few hundred of the promised 4,400 up-armored Humvees have been delivered 
to the troops in Iraq. 
 
Then, Sgt. Chisholm reported that he was being threatened and harassed by his superiors 
who said he could face consequences of the U.C.M.J. which is a code for possible 
"Courts Martial".  Chisholm's desperation and honesty apparently  contradicted Lt. 
General Joseph Yakovac, Director  of Army Acquisitions Corp., on the issue of whether 
additional armor had already been supplied to the Humvees of the 351st. 
 
Stearns comments  showed no compassion  for Chisholm's plight.  When asked if 
Chisholm should be disciplined, Stearns said "I don't know. That's what the Universal 
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Code of Military Justice is all about." 
 
Chisholm and his soldiers were already strained from working under a 90 day extention  
added to an original 12 month assignment.  But the troops of the 351st never complained 
about having to stay an extra three .  Instead, they carried out their mission with 
the knowledge that their Humvees could become "rolling coffins" at any time. 
 

U.S. Congresswoman Corrine Brown (D-FL, Dist. 3) said there 
was no money allocated for the alleged "armor survival kits" in 
Bush's $87 billion spending request or the $25 billion 
supplemental request.  The Congresswoman  believes soldiers 
should not be sent to battle without the proper equipment.  
 
On May 26th, Army Sergeant, Tomas Dilon wrote his opinion in 
the Ocala Star Banner:   

"I can personally attest to the fact that Army reservists and guardsmen have  
sub-standard equipment  compared to units from their active duty counterparts".  
 
Interceptor  body armor promised to his reserve unit by July, 2003 never arrived.  But, 
"active duty headquarter s had the new armor for ALL their soldiers, even though they 
rarely left the secure confines of the base.", Dilon wrote.  
 
In January, 2004, acting Secretary of the Army, Les Brownlee testified at the Senate 
Armed Services Committee that since the Army had not acquired enough of the new 
body armor to assign to every soldier,  "those in closest contact with the enemy"  had 
priority. 

Reserve Field commanders have frequently watched their troops attach home-made 
armor plating and sandbags to the thin-skinned Humvees. These vehicles were originally 
fitted with fiberglass bodies, canvas doors and shoulder height windows that make them 
highly vulnerable to deadly attacks. It's no secret that soldiers bring fabricated metal 
plating back to Iraq following a state-side R&R. The media has been covering 
importation of home-made armor for months.  The vulnerability of the Humvee is 
gathering such negative press that the Pentagon has seriously considered the reactivation 
of several thousand old Vietnam-era armored personnel carriers.   Stearns had to know 
this. 

Up-Armored Humvee Still Not the Solution: General Larry Ellis, the commanding 
general of US army forces, told his superiors weeks ago that even the armored Humvee is 
proving ineffective . "Commanders in the field are reporting to me that the up-armored 
Humvee is not providing the solution the army hoped to achieve."  wrote Ellis in a memo 
leaked to CNN.  Even if the 351st's was completely equipped with up-armored Humvees, 
there is more than sufficient reason to send the additional armor requested by Sgt. 
Chisholm.   Stearns had to know this. 
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Compare the New Jersey Experience :  On May 22nd, the New York Times reported a 
similar bullet-proof vest drive requested by a West Point graduate; First Lt., Christian 
Boggiano. In an e-mail to his parents, Boggiano said he needed the vests to stop shrapnel 
from coming through his thin-skinned Humvee.  Richard Boggiano, Christian 's father, is 
a detective for Jersey City, N.J. and used his network to round up 360 vests to send to his 
son and six other soldiers in Iraq.   

Characterized  as a "mini-crusade"  the vest drive was expanded to include law 
enforcement agencies throughout  the State of New Jersey.  This resulted in the shipment 
of 650 additional vests to a company of medics from a National Guard unit based in 
Jersey City. 

Richard and Mary Boggiano have endured no harassment  for responding to their son's 
request; and no Congressman or Army General  has accused Richard Boggiano of 
"misrepresenting the plight of soldiers in Iraq."  

Begging Questions:    

 Considering the Boggiano experience, why did the equally laudable efforts of 
Sheriff Dean and Sergeant Chisholm receive such toxic criticism from 
Congressman Stearns and General  Yakovac? 

 What harm would it do to ship the vests to Iraq - anywhere in Iraq - even if there 
had been plausible confusion about the 351st need for additional armor?    

 
 
What was Stearns thinking?  Sheriff Ed Dean is running for re-election against two 
Republican contenders.   But Dean's popular rise as Marion County's local hero in the 
successful vest drive could present a serious threat to local conservatives  who were 
expecting  their party's choice for Sheriff would defeat Ed Dean. 
 
It's probable that Stearns seized the opening to embarrass Dean over the vest issue, but 
failed to calculate how savvy locals might eventually see Stearn's action as treasonous.   
 
Stearns could gamble that even though some groups understand Stearn's aspiration to 
assist a local politician , the notion that Stearns would endanger our soldiers for a Sheriff 
race would likely remain under the radar of the local public and national media.  Even if 
the story broke regionally, Stearn's huge $1.7 million in campaign funds could recover 
his election before November .   
 
But the heralded success of the Boggianos' vest drive was covered in the New York 
Times and flies in the face of the dirty politics invented by Stearns and the issue could 
easily haunt his campaign.  Stearns would now have to drop his public interest in the 
Sheriff's seat in order to save his own re-election.  
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On June 2nd The Star Banner reported that Cliff Stearns had reversed his position on 
sending the Kevlar vests to Iraq. The press release said he was urging General Les 
Brownlee to move quickly to "approve this critical contribution as soon as possible."  
 
In the same article it was rumored that the 351st was due to return to the States in a few 
weeks; in less time than it would take to transport the vests to the 351st.  And a follow-up 
article on June 12th confirmed the 351st would be debriefed in Fort Stewart Georgia for a 
week and return home before the end of June.  
 
President of the 351st family support group, Rosa Erker Ventura, said:, "I could never 
understand why he (Stearns) wasn't supporting us on that.  I'm glad he decided to support 
something our soldiers need." 
 
Even though Stearns had to know of the deadly Humvee problem, he had successfully 
stalled his recommendation to send the vests to Iraq for weeks until a command decision 
to send the 351st troops home offered Stearns the opportunity  to begin clearing his 
abysmal reputation for participating in Dean's and Chisholm's harassment.  
 

David Bruderly , a Democratic  candidate currently running against 
Stearns, blasted the Congressman for protecting "the appearance that 
our Washington-based military and political leaders have the situation 
under control – even while needlessly risking the lives of our 
servicemen and women." 
 
New attacks on Sheriff Dean resumed on June 7th at the meeting of 

the Ocala Police Department's Fraternal Order of Police.  With awkwardly premature  
timing, the F.O.P. sponsored a candidate forum almost five months before the election, 
but Republican candidate , Robert Douglas had been F.O.P.'s clear choice even before the 
forum started. 
 
Douglas, and minor Republican candidate , John Pauls spoke following Sheriff Dean.  
Sensing an ambush of accusations , Dean left the lodge before the other candidates spoke.  
Dean's "escape" infuriated the F.O.P., but the sham of the F.O.P. Caucus was transparent 
even to a local G.O.P. leader. Randy Harris, Chairman of the Marion County Republican 
Party, said none of the Marion County party members had indicated they had wanted to 
endorse anyone. 
 
The NAACP Opinion:  On June 9th, a letter from Whitfield Jenkins, former president of 
the Marion County branch of the NAACP and current first vice president of the Florida 
State Conference NAACP, appeared in the Ocala Star Banner.  
 
Jenkins, who has known Sgt. Chisholm all his life, expressed  disappointment "…that 
Congressman Stearns interpreted Sheriff Dean's response as betrayal of Sgt. Chisholm's 
privacy. Sgt. Chisholm's own statements indicate he assessed the possible consequences 
of his decision, but felt compelled to do so any way. 
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The nature of Sgt. Chisholm's request for help from Sheriff Dean made it impossible for 
Dean to render assistance without publicly revealing the source. 
 
And Congressman Stearns obviously was placed in the position of responding in a 
manner that would protect President George Bush and his political party, now the 
congressional majority, which could have proven embarrassing for those parties." 
 
Jenkins comments  support the claim that Cliff Stearn's gratuitous accusations  of blame 
hurled at Sheriff Dean on the issue of failing to protect  Sgt. Chisholm's  "privacy" were 
trumped-up charges. Jenkins, however,  stopped short of accusing Stearns of waging an 
attack on Dean to shift political support to candidate Douglas.    
 
If the story gains National attention that Cliff Stearns was willing to play life-and-death 
games with our troops in order to influence a local election, the damage to Stearn's bid 
for re-election could be significant . 
 
Perhaps the best way to get those 1200 life-saving vests to Iraq would be to call Richard 
and Mary Boggiano in New Jersey.  It's no hassle for them. 
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