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From the ashes, a life worth living

Sunday, March 26, 2006

Delores Lekowski survived
a fire and has dedicated
her life to those like her

By: Nichole Smith
WEST SALEM – Imagine being burned
from your knees to your face, the flames
climbing up your clothing until your neck,
hair and face were engulfed. Imagine spending
the next year in the hospital recovering and
over the course of nine years going through
numerous skin grafts and surgeries to repair
the damage. While your body begins to heal,
you undergo painful dressing changes to keep
the wounds from becoming infected.
Imagine that there is no burn unit in the
hospital, or support groups to help prepare
your family or help deal with the trauma.
There are only the doctors and nurses who
help you get through each day, a little at a
time.
Now imagine that you live through this
experience and you are only 10 years old.
This is the life that Delores Gempel
Lekowski has known. When she was only 10
years old, she got too close to an outside trash
fire and suffered terrible burns to over 86 percent of her body. When her dress caught fire,
she was burned from her knees to her neck and
face.
During her first year of recovery, she
remembers at least 52 surgeries and grafts to
repair the damage from the fire; after that,
however, she just lost count. For the next
eight years, Delores would undergo three to
four more surgeries each year, until at the age
of 18, she decided to get on with her life and
made the decision not to have another surgery.
She explains that she was by no means done
with the treatment but that she decided it was
enough for her.
Growing up could be tough at times but
Delores is made of strong character. The teen
years were difficult (as they can be for any
teenage girl), but she got an added dose of
name calling and teasing.
However, she says that if someone didn’t
like her, she didn’t let it bother her or let it scar
her. She was fortunate enough to have some
good friends and has always been a strong
person who didn’t let her accident make up the
person she was.
When Delores was burned, there were no
outside support groups or agencies to help
families and burn survivors cope or deal with
the stress and pain of overcoming this life
changing experience. To have a network outside of close family and friends was relatively
unheard of. For Delores and her family and the
many other burn survivors of her day, families
were left to rely on each other for support.
There is no experience that comes close to
surviving a burn injury. According to Delores,
a burn injury is the most traumatic experience
the human body can experience. Even though
more than 50 years have passed, there are still
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At the age of 10, Delores Gempel Lekowski survived horrific burns. At the age of 18, she finally decided to give up multiple surgeries a year and
dedicate her life to helping victims like herself.

wanted to reach out to others who are now
medical issues surrounding her injury. But
experiencing what she had experienced and to
Delores doesn’t dwell on the accident or the
prevent it from happening to other people if
physical limitations that it left her with. To her
she could.
it is almost like a memory now.
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man educating them
“I only know what it’s like to be her,”
It wasn’t until the
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that she has led a
and helped that the
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book would be pubShe gave birth to
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asked her to work for
has eight grandchilthem and help on furdren. However, she
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always felt the need
After some time had
to do more.
passed and Delores
“I’ve always felt
continued to work
that a burn injury is a
with the NASFM, they
very lonely injury,”
learned of her book and
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the illustration process
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and publishing.
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Since that time,
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Today, Delores Lekowski works with the
the painful road to National Association of State Fire Marshalls she was able to write a
follow up book, titled
recovery herself, she and has written a book, “The Hurting Angels.”
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“The Power Angels.” The latter is a collection
of inspirational stories from other burn survivors and information for the general public on
what it is like to be a burn survivor, how to be
a positive support system for burn survivors.
Delores admits that without the help of
the NASFM, the books would probably not
have come to life but because of the help she
received, they are now distributed all over the
country to burn units, fire departments and
support groups, all for free. The NASFM is
so pleased to have Delores helping them that
in 2001, they appointed her Special Envoy for
Fire Prevention, an honor she is quite proud to
have.
Aside from working with the fire marshalls,
Delores speaks with various groups, burn units,
schools, and fire departments on the importance
of safety, prevention and supporting other burn
survivors. She even writes monthly articles on
prevention and safety which she distributes for
use on other Web sites.
But there still seemed to be a need to reach
those people who just didn’t know how to deal
with burn injuries and she wanted to continue
to reach as many people as she could so she
created the Web site, www.thehurtingangels.
com.
The Web site is just another way for people
to connect and not feel as though they are
alone. She doesn’t want burn survivors to feel
as though they are on their own, much like she
did when she was a girl. People and organizations can visit the site, download her books for
free, as well as other articles and publications.
Plus they can connect on the site’s message
board to share stories, look for advice or just
vent about what they are going through.
As she continues her work with the NASFM
and on her own, Delores admits that funding
can be hard. She is currently out of copies
of “The Hurting Angels” and is looking into
obtaining grants to continue the work she is
doing for burn survivors.
If anyone is interested in contacting her
to learn more, learn how to get copies of the
books, or to have her speak at an event, please
write to her at: The Hurting Angels, P.O. Box
517, West Salem, OH 44287 or by e-mail to
dlekowski@neo.rr.com.

