Dear Patients:
I would like to thank all of the patients who have called or written to me at the office for their thoughtfulness and concern.  I am a Lieutenant Colonel in the United States Army Reserve Medical Corps and was recently called to active duty.  I only had two days notice in February to report to active duty and missed seeing you in the office or performing your surgeries, but I keep you in my thoughts.  I am currently on my way to the Persian Gulf region in support of our troops as a military orthopaedic surgeon.  For more than a decade, I have been in the Active Army Reserves as a Medical Officer and am committed to taking care of our young been who may be injured in the line of duty.  After reading all of your wonderful cards, one-by-one, I thought that it would be nice to tell you something about myself and about my unit.

It may be helpful to know a little about my past in order to understand why a busy surgeon would leave his family and surgical practice to serve in the military.   My family has had many relatives who served or are serving in the Armed Forces of the United States of America dating back to the Revolutionary War.  I grew up as a “Navy Brat” along with five brothers and four sisters.  My Father is a retired naval officer and two of my brothers were in the Air Force and the Marines.  I finished high school in Virginia and then attended Texas A&M University, a former all male military school in the past with strong military traditions.  I performed my medical studies at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston, Texas.  After Baylor, I completed a post-doctoral research fellowship in spine biomechanics at Yale University School of Medicine and then my orthopaedic surgery residency, also at Yale and then a clinical spine surgery fellowship in Chicago.

While I was a resident, the Gulf War was occurring and  I was commissioned as an officer in the Army Medical Corps at that time. This was under a special program from the Army to financially support surgical residents during our rigorous training.  The stipend made a great difference to my young family at that time.  I was at first assigned to a Combat Support Hospital CSH, based out of Massachusetts.  These are large, cumbersome hospitals similar that of an old-style Mobile Army Surgical Hospital (MASH), as depicted on television and in the Cinema.  During my first few years of academic practice, I remained assigned to the 399th CSH.  Most recently, after moving to Minnesota to be closer to my wife’s family, I was transferred to a unit from Kentucky, the 936th Forward Surgical Team (FST).  Because of unique battlefield conditions expected in modern warfare, the smaller, more mobile and rapidly transportable FST’s were created as the first level of care involving surgeons.  I am now privileged to treat our brave combat forces as a trauma surgeon in this small, close-knit twenty-member team with three other trauma surgeons.  More than 70% of war-related injuries are orthopaedic and early surgical care is essential in preventing or minimizing loss of life or limb.  This is a hostile, potentially dangerous job that occurs just behind the front lines, so we are provided a security force from the battle group to which we are attached.  In addition to the duties of triage and orthopaedic care, I assist in vascular, thoracic and abdominal surgery or perform these procedures if we encounter overwhelming mass casualties.  The front lines can change rapidly and with long distance “hops” on the modern battlefield.  Because of the size of an FST, we can be flown by helicopter or drive to new locations quickly to place ourselves near the battlefield and casualties.

In my civilian life, I wear quite a different hat and work as a pediatric orthopaedic surgeon and spine surgeon.  I also donate time at the Twin Cities Shriners Hospital.  As part of my professional activities, specifically for spinal trauma, I recently joined the orthopaedic surgery faculty at Hennepin County Medical Center.  It was very hard to leave the Twin Cities and my family, but when I took my oath of office in the medical corps, I promised to uphold the Constitution of the United States and to obey lawful orders from my superiors and the Commander in Chief, our president.  Although I had always hoped for a peaceful solution to the current crisis, I am ready and willing to help the young men in the event of war casualties.  Sometimes our Armed Forces must stand up and sacrifice for the sake of the entire nation, as directed by its leaders.  Loyalty, duty, respect, selfless-service, honor, integrity and personal courage are the Army’s values, which I share.  My professional goals while in the Army Medical Corps are identical to those in my civilian life: to help the young and old with serious orthopaedic surgical problems, and to relieve human suffering whenever possible.


Once I fulfill my military obligations, it will be wonderful to return to my family once again.  I look forward to returning to civilian practice in the Twin Cities and at the Shriners Hospital.  Thank you once again for all of your kind thoughts and wishes.  I wish that I could thank each of you individually, but this is not possible.  God bless all of you and all of America in these difficult times.

Sincerely

LTC Edward P. Southern, MD, United States Army Medical Corps

Orthopaedic Surgeon, assigned to the 936th Forward Surgical Team

