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THIRTY TWO
Perry Mason And Blue Eyes

The medevac dropped me off a atented medical complex on the rolling, grassy plains just outside
of Quang Tri. After the medics in the fidd, this was the next line of aide where immediate atention
could be given a patient, especidly if he was criticd, until he could be transferred to a more adequately
equipped hospital.

| walked into the closest tent. Two medics were casualy going about straightening up, athough,
after what | was used to, the place looked spotless. One of them stopped what he was doing and came
over to me.

“What have we got there?” he asked in afriendly tone, eyeing the bandage on my arm.

“| took abullet through the elbow.”

“Is there much pain?’

“No. Theré's just a burning sensation that's been getting steadily more uncomfortable and my
hand is numb.”
“Okay, St up here on thistable and I'll be right with you.”

Shortly after the medic left, going into another walled off section of the tent, the second medic went
out too, leaving me done. | was gill marveling at the clean conditions in here when a sergeant camein
and sat down on a cot opposite the table | was dtting on. He was an older man with heavy grayish

greeking in his hair and the neatly pressed fatigues of a career soldier. The fact that his clothes were so
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clean told me that he must work at the Army base here. It was obvious he hadn’'t come in from the
fidd.

There was an awkward period during which neither of us said a word. His dour expresson
seemed to relay the message that, at the moment, he was't in a talkative, chummy mood,...if he ever
was a dl. | figured it must have had something to do with the strange, tiny red spots spaced about
eveary hdf-inch over his entire face. They completdy baffled me. It looked as if he'd been spattered
with droplets of red ink from afountain pen. Findly he spoke.

“What happened to you?’

He sounded less interested in making conversation than in bresking the uncomfortable silence, so |
told him about the sniper putting a bullet through my ebow,...to which he nodded indifferently. After
another long,..heavy pause, my curiosity got the best of me. | just had to ask.

“What happened to you?’

His waved a hand through the air in disgust, punctuating dl the aggravation he was feding.

“Ahhh,...I made a garbage run down to the dump to get rid of some suff. Evidently some yo-yo
threw a frag out with his garbage and the fire in the dump st it off just when | got there. Now my
whole body’ s peppered with tiny specks of shrapnd.”

| hadn’t noticed before, until he mentioned it, but he did have those same red spots al over his
hands too. Once again someone's carelessness had done its damage. It didn't take a whole lot of
brainpower to redize that a live hand grenade, put in the garbage, would eventualy make its way to the

firesin the dump. It just wasn't something you tossed out with the trash!
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Stll, much as | hate to admit it, | had to work hard suppressing the mirth | fet welling up insgde. It
was clear that he wasn't hurt badly, but there were no bounds to the injury he' d suffered to his pride.
His grumpy tone more than adequately expressed his annoyance with the whole thing. If anything, |
figured the same thought was probably going through his mind as it was through mine. How was a
career military man,...the old warrior so to speek,...going to explain to his friends back home that he got
his war wounds down at the local dump, tossing out the garbage?

Thankfully, the medic returned before | lost complete control in front of the poor guy. | can
guarantee that he wouldn’'t have gppreciated my amusement with his plight. The medic told him that
someone would be with him shortly, to which the other man gave no more than an audible grunt. Then
he turned to me and tended to my elbow. He removed the bandages Doc Clark had wrapped around
the arm and gave it avisud ingpection.

“Wdl, it looks like the bullet went cleanly through,...s0 you're lucky there. I'll clean it out with
peroxide and redressit. Then we'll get you on aflight to Da Nang where they can check for any metd
splinters that might till be in there”

As soon as | was ready to go, my arm supported in ading, the Huey flew me over to the airport in
Quang Tri where | boarded a plane for the short hop, about a hundred- and-fifty miles, down the coast
to DaNang. When we landed there, | was directed to a medica bus, with big red crosses painted on
it, that had been waiting to receive wounded from another incoming flight.

| was very much taken aback when | boarded that bus. The front two-thirds had the regular seats
down both sdes, like any norma bus would, while the rear section was fitted with brackets for

gretchersto hang from.  What caught me so off guard was that there were only one or two empty seats
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on the entire bus and no vacant stretcher dotsl These were patients being transferred from some other
hospital to the one here in Da Nang. They were dl wearing light-blue hospital pgjamas and some,
especidly the dtretcher cases, were clearly in bad shape. | think the reason for its having such a heavy
impact was that I'd seen an average of two or three of our guys wounded during any particular
engagement we might get into, but here was an entire budoad of physcaly maimed young men! The
continuous moans coming from back in the stretcher area aone were enough to tear your heart out.
Thiswasthered hdll of war.

The bus drove to alarge medicd facility located right on the shore and there was a Single mountain,
not far away, that towered over the otherwise flat landscape caled Red Mountain. The beach in front
of the facility was known by the name of China Beach.

Once again, this complex was composed mainly of tents, but there were dso severd air-
conditioned Quonset huts that housed operating rooms and intensive care units.

As soon as | arrived, amedic took the plastic bag I’d been given to carry my persona belongings
and lead me to one of the tents. There were four of these tents along one side of a wooden datted
wakway with their open flgps fronting on it. Across the wak was a large canvas canopy set up as a
mess hall. Located at the inland end of the walk were the hdf-cylinder shaped Quonset huts and, at the
other end, it stopped abruptly on the white sand of the beach.

| was surprised that there was no one dse in the tent | was led into, even though there were ten
beds available. The medic helped me get settled in and comfortable.

“Before we do anything, we' d better take alook at that €lbow.”
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When the bandage came off, | had my first real opportunity to see what the wound looked like. |
was somewhat taken aback with my first impression smply because it gppeared that there should be a
great ded more pain than | was actudly feding. On the indgde of my arm, closest to my body, and
about two inches above the ebow, where the bullet had exited, was a somewhat circular hole about the
sze of aslver dollar. It looked like a chunk has been gouged out, leaving areddish, raw hole. On the
under sde of the arm, where it had entered, was a Smilar hole about the size of adime.

The medic poured peroxide over the larger opening, which fizzed up like the bubbly head on ginger
dewhenit'spoured into aglass.

“I imagine that smarts some,” he said, noticing my wince.

“Yeah,...some!”

“As soon as we get it bandaged up it should fed better.”

“Have you been here long?’ | asked as he worked.

“No,...actudly, I’ve only been here at the unit for about two weeks. Medics are required to spend
sgx months a a rear unit, like this one, and sx months out in the fidd with a company,...athough not
necessaily in that order. | finished my six monthsin the field two weeks ago and here | am.”

He completed the wrapping of the arm using metd fastenersto keep it tight. Then he gave me two
shots, one in the arm and one in the buttocks.

“There,...that ought to hold you for awhile. The next thing you have to do is get out of those
fatigues and into these pgjamas.”

| picked up the typica blue hospital pgjamas with my good hand and smiled, “A clean change into

anything should fed good with the condition these fatigues are in.”
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“Oh, you noticed that too, huh?” he said with clear humor.

We both laughed as | redize that, with his just having finished Sx months in the fidd, he knew
exactly how grungy a set of fatigues could get when they were worn for amonth or more a atime.

“You're scheduled for surgery in about an hour, o I'll come back just before then and give you
another shot.”

| changed into the pgjamas and decided to lie down for awhile. Though it had taken a wound to
get it, 1 couldn't believe how god it fdt just to lie on anything resembling ared bed. I'd dmogt
forgotten what that was like.

About fifteen minutes before | was due for the operating room the medic returned.

“How are you feding now?’

“Not too bad. It feelsgood to relax.”

He raised a hypodermic needle and squeezed out the air.

“With this shot you' Il be amazed &t just how good you can redly fed. 1t's morphine.”

After giving me the shot, he said hel d be back in about five minutes to see how | was doing. When
he returned, | was lying down again.

“How you fedin’ now there, partner?’ he asked.

“I haven't noticed any red change. Actudly, | don't fed any different at all.”

The medic smiled knowingly, “That' s because you' ve been lying down. Try standing.”

| was pretty confident until | got to my feet.

“I'm telling you that shot didn’t dooooooo-----"
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Fortunately he knew exactly what to expect. When | began to get up, he’d moved to the side of
the bed and now caught me just before | fell.

“You were saying?’ he asked with obvious amusement.

No sooner had | gotten upright than everything in the room, and especialy my body, seemed to be
made of rubber.

My words came out in a durred, drunken manner and | can just imagine the big, dumb grin | must
have had on my face.

“Y ou were right about that suff. | haven't fdt thisgood in alo-0-0-0-0-n-g time”

He eased me onto a rolling gurney and wheded it down to the Quonset hut a the end of the
wooden walk.

There are only two things | remember clearly about being in the operating room. Sometimes, when
a person is as heavily drugged as | was, they’ll say the firg thing that comes into their mind, no matter
what it is. This can often lead to some pretty funny moments for the personnel working in there. |
remember thinking, but didn’t redize I'd said it out loud until the medic told me later, that the surgeon
who was preparing to operate on my elbow looked exactly like Perry Mason,...and that | didn’t mind
being operated on by Perry Mason.

| dso remember that there was a nurse sanding over me with the white cap and surgica mask that
are andard in an operating room. The thing that struck me about her, since it was the only thing |
could see with the mask on, were her eyes. They were crystad clear, and the prettiest light blue I’d ever
seen. | remember thinking that they were absolutdly beautiful. Again, it was the medic who told me

later that, just before | went under completely, | told the nurse she was beautiful even with that mask on.
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Evidently, the way | said it was enough to bresk everybody up. 1'd been a big hit in the operating
room!

The next thing | remembered was waking up in a bed in one of the recovery aress. It took a few
moments to clear my head and that’s when | redized that my left arm, which was resting across my
midsection, fet like it weighed a hundred pounds. It had aredlly thick wrapping around it, much heavier
than any of the medics had put on previoudy.

With the affect of the drugs wearing off, but still present, | fdt that the only thing | could move, and
even that with difficulty, was my head, which | turned to look around.

| could see that | was at one end of a Quonset hut with about fourteen beds facing out from both
long wals. | was surprised that, though | hadn’t seen anyone in any of the tents before my operation,
every bed in this building had a patient in it!

At the far end was a aide station where three medics were tending to the patient’s needs. One of
them, ayoung black guy, noticed | was awake and came down to my bed.

“Wdl now, how are we feding thismorning?’ he asked.

| rested my head weakly back down on the pillow, “This morning?...Y ou mean it's morning?”

“It sureis. It's abeautiful, bright, sunny day outside. You dept right through the night, just like a
baby.”

| couldn’t believe that that much time had gone by. It seemed like I’d only gone into the operating

room afew moments ajo.
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“I'll tell you what,” the medic said as he checked the chart at the foot of my bed, “There' s nothing
like a shave to make a guy fed good firg thing in the morning. If you fed uptoit, I'll raise your head a
little and shave you. Then, if you're hungry, I'll get you some breskfast from the mess tent.”

At thispoint | didn't mind anything. | let him take complete charge of the Situation. This was the
fird time anyone, other than mysdf, had ever shaved me, and he made it a thoroughly enjoyable
experience. His bedsde manner and conversation were extremely uplifting.

| spent two full days in the intensive care recovery building and saw things thet reveded, not only
just how horrible war redly is, but how amazing the human body is a standing up to the severest
punishment.

The firgt thing to hit me was the fact that here was an intensve care unit where the average age of
the patients was nineteen!  Under what other conditions would one see a group of young men, who
should be the hedthiest they’ d probably bein their entire lives, suffering such horrible disabilities?

In the bed to my immediae right was a kid who spent most of his time heavily sedated, but
occasiondly he'd come out of it and beg the medics for water. Evidently they had orders that he wasto
be given nothing ordly, which they tried to explain to him in the gentlest way they could.

| couldn’t quite figure out what his problem was until later that afternoon when a doctor came in to
check on him. The doctor heped him turn on his Sde, so that his back was facing me. Then he
removed alarge bandage that covered most of the kid's back. | was utterly stunned by what | saw.

All the way across the smdll of his back there was a section missing, asif it had been diced nestly
out by a cylinder about eight inches in diameter. It looked to me like | could see his kidneys and other

internal organs exposed to view, and that was quite possible with so much of his back missing! It dso
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seemed incredible that anyone could live with such a horrible opening in his body, yet, even though he
was heavily drugged, he gppeared to be holding his own!

On the second day | was there, they removed him for aflight to Japan. From there he' d be flown
to a hospita back in the States.

No sooner was that bed vacant, however, than they brought in another man and put him into it.
This one was entirdly different. He gppeared to be in his late twenties and the medics worked over him
with a sense of extreme urgency. Fird, they stripped him down to his boxer shorts. Then they rolled in
alarge tub filled with water and blocks of ice. Moving as fast as they could, they soaked towelsin the
frigid water and spread them al over the poor guy’s body.

Asif that wasn't bad enough, as soon as they had him entirely covered, with the exception of his
face, they placed the blocks of ice, right on the bed, dong both sides of hisbody. Findly they wheded
over two large floor fans and turned them directly on him at full forcel

| watched in fascination, since they obvioudy knew what they were doing, as the guy’s teeth
literdly began to chatter. The whole scene looked like some kind of torture out of the Middle Ages!

It waan't until later that I'd find out the man had mdaria and a life threatening fever. The extreme

cold was an emergency measure to bring his temperature down before it killed him.



