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“All I remember is turning the corner 
down the street and waking up a month lat-
er,” Chytraus said. “I’d been sleeping for 
so long that the wounds and the surgeries 
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Cover photo
Senior Airman Ashley V. Chytraus, a 
crew chief with the 108th Wing, New Jer-
sey Air National Guard, holds her per-
sonal protective equipment in front of a 
KC-135R Stratotanker at Joint Base Mc-
Guire-Dix-Lakehurst, N.J., June 16, 2015. 
Chytraus was in a motorcycle accident 
June 21, 2014. (U.S. Air Force photo by 
Master Sgt. Mark C. Olsen/Released)

Chytraus holds a tablet with an image of 
her Honda CBR-1000 motorcycle at her 
home June 10, 2015.

With chest heaving, arms pumping 
and pink running shoes a blur on the pave-
ment, Senior Airman Ashley Chytraus 
crossed the finish line at her annual Physi-
cal Fitness Test on June 14.

Although the 25-year-old crew 
chief with the New Jersey Air National 
Guard’s 108th Wing scored an “excel-
lent,” she admitted being disappointed 
that her run time and pushups were a bit 
off her usual standards.

But she was willing to forgive herself.
Only 358 days earlier, Chytraus was 

on a medevac helicopter being carried 
away from the scene of a horrific motorcy-
cle crash. She died and was revived on the 
helicopter and then spent the next month in 
a medically-induced coma.

She’d been on her way to drill on her 
pink and blue Honda CBR-1000 when the 
driver of a silver Cadillac made an illegal 
turn and crossed into her path. The colli-
sion broke two vertebrae in Chytraus’s 
neck, crushed her hand, mangled the quad-
riceps tendon in her leg and forced two 
splintered ribs into her liver. It was the 
worst liver laceration the hospital had ever 
seen, she was later told.

just turned to scars.” 
Although Chytraus said she was 

comforted when she woke up because she 
was surrounded by her parents, siblings 
and the man she eventually married, she 
couldn’t shake the thought that her Air 
Force career was over.

She’d enlisted at 19 while attending 
Burlington Community College, which 
is along the flight path of Joint Base Mc-
Guire-Dix-Lakehurst. The young woman 
who was uncertain about her future found 
the answer by simply looking up.

“Planes were flying overhead and I 
was like ‘What am I doing?’,” she said. “I 
knew that’s what I wanted.”

She became a crew chief and me-

Goal met:
358 days to return to ‘normal’
Story by Staff Sgt. Wayne Woolley
444th Mobile Public Affairs Detachment

Photos by Master Sgt. Mark C. Olsen
108th Wing Public Affairs

Senior Airman 
Ashley V. Chy-
traus, a 108th 
Wing crew chief, 
stands by as a 
KC-135R Stra-
totanker starts 
its engines for 
a training flight 
at Joint Base 
M c G u i r e - D i x -
Lakehurst, N.J., 
June 11, 2015.
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chanic with the 108th Wing, which flies 
the KC-135R Stratotanker. It was a natu-
ral fit. A self-proclaimed “gear monkey,” 
Chytraus grew up around her father’s au-
tomotive repair shop, fixing cars, trucks 
and motorcycles.

Chytraus had come to love the con-
trolled chaos of the flight line, turning 
wrenches, dragging fuel hoses and making 
last-minute checks on aircraft before send-
ing them into the sky.

From her hospital bed, with a trache-
otomy tube in her throat, the flight line 
seemed very far away.

But Chytraus made it clear to her doc-
tors that if there was a way back, she was 
going to find it.

“Something that people realize when 
they get to know me is my attitude and my 
drive. I want to go forward in my life,” she 
said. “There are challenges you come to in 
life and sometimes the guy upstairs says 
I’m going to give you this challenge and 
see how well you do.”

Chytraus began her journey back to 
the flight line by relearning to walk. The 
combination of the damaged tendon in her 
leg and the loss of 30 pounds of muscle re-
quired a gradual progression from a walk-
er, to crutches, and finally, a cane before 
Chytraus could walk on her own.

Immediately after the crash, the doc-

tors were most concerned about the two 
broken vertebrae in Chytraus’s neck.

“Most people who break those end up 
paralyzed or die from asphyxiation,” Chy-
traus said. “For some reason, I wasn’t par-
alyzed and the bones healed on their own. 
It’s something I can’t explain.”

But as her rehabilitation progressed, 
the biggest threat to a full recovery emerged 
from an injury that at first appeared min-
iscule compared to the rest of the trauma 
Chytraus suffered – a hairline fracture near 
her elbow. As it healed, her arm locked at a 
90-degree angle and remained that way for 
nearly six months.

“It was the 
biggest scare,” 
Chytraus said. 
“Being in the mili-
tary, you can’t 
not have an arm. 
I thought I might 
be medically dis-
charged. It was 
stressful.”

A surgery to 
unlock the elbow 
was successful. 
But Chytraus was 
still too weak to 
return to her job.

Her rehabilita-

Senior Airman Andrew C. King, left, counts Chytraus’s pushups during the United States 
Air Force Fitness Test at Joint Base McGuire-Dix-Lakehurst, N.J., June 14, 2015. Both 
King and Chytraus serve in the 108th Wing.

tion efforts intensified. Her therapist, an 
Army Reservist, developed a routine that 
incorporated all of the motions required of 
Chytraus’s normal duties; turning wrench-
es, screwdrivers and changing aircraft 
tires.

She returned to her job as a full-time 
technician with the 108th in May. She took 
the physical fitness test a month later.

Chytraus says both came to pass be-
cause she had good luck -- and never wa-
vered from her objective.

“Goals. I wanted to get back to work 
and be able to do my job,” she said. 
“Goals. I wanted to take my test without 
any waivers and at least come close to my 
score last year.”

She’s uncertain which goal is next. 
She’s considering finishing her undergrad-
uate degree and becoming an officer.

Chytraus is sure at least of this.
“I died and came back,” she said. 

“What could be greater than that?”
Chytraus got engaged three weeks af-

ter she was discharged from the hospital 
and married two weeks later to the boy-
friend who had been at her bedside every 
day of her coma. That relationship, and the 
thought of the strain her crash and recov-
ery put on her family, provides the answer 
to the question she gets asked all the time:

“Do I want to get back on?” Chy-
traus said. “The answer is yes. Of course. 
It doesn’t scare me. I’m still alive. But 
there’s other people in my life now that, 
after all this … it’s worth staying around 
and not risking it.”

Chytraus verifies that a KC-135R Stratotanker’s rudders and flaps 
are operable for a training flight at Joint Base McGuire-Dix-Lakehu-
rst, N.J., June 11, 2015.

I died and came back. What could be greater than that?
Senior Airman Ashley V. Chytraus, crew chief, 108th Wing
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10 Heart of a Hero Scholarships available
Trenton, NJ - Continuing to foster the Christie Administra-

tion's ongoing commitment to military members, veterans and 
their families, First Lady Mary Pat Christie announced on June 
18, New Jersey Heroes' fourth annual Heart of a Hero Scholarship.

Mrs. Christie established the program as another resource to help 
New Jersey's military men and women make their 
higher education and career goals a reality. This year, 
New Jersey Heroes is funding ten $5,000 scholarships 
to be awarded in time for the 2015-16 school year.

"New Jersey Heroes is again honored to have 
this opportunity to repay our military heroes in this 
small way for their service and sacrifice on behalf of 
our country," said Mrs. Christie. "Over the past three 
years, the Heart of a Hero Scholarship has helped 30 
of our military service members advance their pro-
fessional lives- from law enforcement and nursing 
to business management and environmental science.  
We're pleased to be able to play a part in the career 
preparation of these most deserving New Jerseyans."

For 2014 Heart of Hero recipient Katie Grogan an Air Force 
and NJ National Guard Reservist from Jackson, it was an honor to 
have received the 2014 Heart of a Hero scholarship.  "The mon-
etary amount helped cover the cost of my uniforms, books and 
part of the tuition for my nursing program," Grogan said. "I am so 
grateful to everyone involved in the committee that honors Veter-
ans through this amazing scholarship."

For Navy Petty Officer 2nd Joseph Mack Mota, from Lacey 
Township, the Heart of a Hero scholarship helped him reach his 
educational goals. "With the support of the NJ Heart of a Hero 
Scholarship, I earned my Master's Degree in December and was 
able to secure employment working with student-veterans like me 
who aspire to receive a college education," Mota said. "I want to 

thank Mary Pat Christie and the entire NJ Heroes Foundation staff 
for their dedication to all our New Jersey military veterans cur-
rently or formerly serving."

Applicants for the  Heart of a Hero Scholarship must meet 
several program criteria: 1) be a United States citizen and New 

Jersey resident;  2) be a high school graduate or 
have a high school equivalency diploma (GED); 3) 
served in the military and submit  documentation 
of military service; if discharged from the military, 
must show proof of honorable discharge; 4)  enroll 
as a student at an accredited college/university or a 
vocational training school in pursuit of a degree for 
the 2015-16 school year; 5) demonstrate a commit-
ment to volunteerism and community contribution, 
in the spirit of New Jersey Heroes.

Service members interested in applying for the 
Heart of a Hero Scholarship must fully complete 
the application form either online at the New Jer-
sey Heroes  website: http://newjerseyheroes.org/

index/2015-heart-of-a-hero-scholarship-application-form/  by no 
later than 5:00 p.m. Friday, July 31, 2015 or submit an application 
via US Mail postmarked no later than July 31, 2015 and mailed to 
NJ Heroes, P.O. Box 95, Mendham, NJ 07945-0095. Application 
deadline is July 31, 2015.

Heart of Hero Scholarship recipients will be notified in late 
August.

New Jersey Heroes is an initiative of First Lady Mary Pat 
Christie that showcases the positive and unique ways people and 
organizations are impacting New Jersey and their communities. 
To nominate a hero, go to http://newjerseyheroes.org/index/nom-
inate-a-hero/ and follow the application instructions to submit the 
person you believe is a true New Jersey Hero.

Unity Day
The New Jersey Army 
and Air National Guard 
celebrated Unity Day 
June 18, 2015 at the 
National Guard’s Joint 
Training and Training 
Development Center 
at Joint Base McGuire-
Dix-Lakehurst, N.J. The 
17th annual observance 
kicked off with a 5K Fun 
Walk/Run followed by 
Guard members enjoy-
ing varied foods from 
nine different cultures 
or cuisines, information 
booths and plenty of 
musical entertainment. 
(U.S. Army National 
Guard photo by Chief 
Warrant Officer 3 Patrick 
Daugherty/Released)
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Serving our Veterans
Legion presents
Menlo new bus
Joseph Brandspiegel, 
left, CEO, New Jer-
sey Veterans Memorial 
Home at Menlo Park, is 
presented the keys to a 
handicapped accessible 
bus from American Le-
gion members Betty Ba-
ranowski, Department 
Rehabilitation Hospi-
tal Chairman, National 
Commander Michael 
Helm and Department 
Commander Michael G. 
Wilson during the 97th 
Annual State Conven-
tion of the American 
Legion, Department 
of New Jersey, at the 
Wildwood Convention 
Center, June 11, 2015. 
(Courtesy photo)
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Remember to get your Highlights submissions in by close of business Wednesday

Serving our Veterans
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DARE at 177th
Tech. Sgt. Joseph Searle, 
from the 177th Fighter 
Wing’s Aircrew Flight 
Equipment shop, speaks 
to fifth-grade students 
from Dr. Joyanne D. Mill-
er School, Egg Harbor 
Township, N.J., about 
the equipment used by 
F-16 pilots during the 
19th annual DARE day 
graduation on June 19, 
2015. Members from the 
New Jersey Air National 
Guard’s 177th Fighter 
Wing came together with 
Egg Harbor Township Po-
lice, emergency medical 
services, Atlantic County 
SWAT, West Atlantic City 
Volunteer Fire Company, 
and Cardiff Volunteer Fire 
Company to celebrate 
the fifth-grade students’ 
completion of the DARE 
program. (U.S. Air Nation-
al Guard photo by Airman 
1st Class Amber Powell/
Released)



NJDMAVA Highlights is published weekly under 
provisions of AR 360-1 and AFI 35-101 

by the Public Affairs Office of the 
New Jersey Department of Military 
and Veterans Affairs for all mem-
bers of the New Jersey Army and 

Air National Guard, their families, the 
New Jersey veterans community, retir-

ees and civilian employees. The views and opin-
ions expressed herein are not necessarily those of 
the Department of Defense, the Army, the Air Force, 
the National Guard Bureau, Veterans Affairs or the 
State of New Jersey. Letters may be sent to: NJD-
MAVA Highlights, Public Affairs  Office, NJDMAVA, 
PO Box 340, Trenton, NJ  08625-0340. E-mail at: 
pao@dmava.nj.gov
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E-mail your Highlights submissions to:
mark.olsen@dmava.nj.gov by close of 

business Wednesday

Veterans
Outreach
Campaign

Aug. 11 & 12
DMAVA veterans 
outreach cam-

paign
10 a.m. – 8 p.m.

Bridgewater Com-
mons Mall 

400 Commons 
Way, Bridgewater, 

NJ 08807

Sept. 8 & 9 
DMAVA Veterans 
Outreach Cam-

paign
10 a.m. – 8 p.m.

Brunswick Square 
Mall

755 Highway 18, 
East Brunswick, 

NJ 08816

Energy Conservation
Tip of the Week
Keeping cool in the basement

Are you in need of a good reason to finally finish that basement 
renovation? Spending more time down in your basement in the summer 
can save you money on your electric bill!

Typically below the frost line, the ground temperature stays around 
50 °F. In 2014, the average summer air temperature in NJ was 72 °F. 
It stays cooler in your basement than the rest of your house during the 
summer because the soil around your basement walls is cooler than the 
air, which helps trap the cool air that naturally collects in sub-surface 
rooms. By spending more time in your basement, you can stay cool 
without running the air conditioning.  

If you would like more information about our energy and water 
conservation efforts, contact Christopher Moore, Energy Manager at 
christopher.moore@dmava.nj.gov

mailto:nicholas.young@njdmava.state.nj.us
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