BOOK REVIEW: COMBAT SURGEON IN VIETNAM by Andrew Lovy, DO, FACN
 
Combat Surgeon by Dr. Andrew Lovy is a rare gem of first-person, primary-source history of our nation’s most controversial war. It is definitely not yet one more book about Vietnam. This book is an extraordinary glimpse of the effects of war on the men who served through the eyes of a physician and a very special one at that. The book began with Dr. Lovy’s review of the letters he wrote to his wife Madeline, “Maddie” during his tour of duty in the Vietnam War and was first published in 1970 as Vietnam Diary. I know because I read it in 1978 when Dr. Lovy & I were faculty members in the Department of Psychiatry at Michigan State University. I was moved by it then and equally moved by the new expanded and more reflective edition. It is important and only fair to reveal early in this review that Dr. Lovy and I became friends as well as professional colleagues and that friendship has grown progressively strong and steadfast over the years. I argue however that a quarter century of friendship provides insights that are not readily apparent or not even available to the more distant dispassionate reviewer.
Combat Surgeon can be described in a number of ways, but it is ultimately an antiwar book. It puts a highly personal face on the indictment of war as a miserable means to settle differences between nations and it confirms the sacrifices of ordinary citizens not responsible for its creation. It provides the reader a chronicle of the struggle of ordinary people (mostly working class) to rise to the service of their country, to make sense out of senseless circumstances, being in frequent grave danger, and all the while trying to save as many lives as possible. We accompany Dr. Lovy on this personal journey through the medium of these letters home written over a period of ten months. Readers will experience the range of Dr. Lovy’s emotions from the fatherly concern for his sons’ schoolwork, to his desperate longing for Madeline, from his rage at bungling incompetence and unflattering behavior by some fellow officers, to his grief at seeing friends die.
As well as a personal history of war, this book is significant in the history of American Medicine. In all prior conflicts, osteopathic physicians (DO’s) were not eligible to be commissioned as officers in the medical corps as were allopathic physicians (MD’s). Dr. Lovy represents the first D.O. to receive a commission as a medical officer in the Army. Since then, many osteopathic physicians have enjoyed distinguished careers in the Armed Forces and the U.S. Public Health Service.
Prominent in these letters and reflections is Dr. Lovy’s abiding concern for the young men under his command. He spends extra time in their training, leads by example, and cares for these front-line caretakers as they confront combat’s most ugly realities. The reminiscences of Dr. Lovy after 30 years of reflection are illuminating especially after attending a number of important reunions. He describes the ongoing life-damaging effects of untreated (or unacknowledged) Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Many soldiers experienced this and the condition was aggravated and complicated by an atmosphere of unwarranted public hostility toward them on their return due to the unpopularity of the war. The closing chapters also include accounts from the men who served with Dr. Lovy and from a man who was treated by Dr. Lovy’s team after he was seriously wounded in the leg. An account by an Army Chaplain, ”Chappy,” is especially revealing and corroborates the qualities of the Dr. Lovy I have long known.
Finally Combat Surgeon is a special gift to many. It will be useful to historians looking for data and descriptions of first-person accounts of the Vietnam War. It will also be useful to the general reader curious about a very troubled time in the nation’s history. Mostly it is a gift to those involved in the war itself whether they were in support or opposed to it. It is an unselfconscious and at times brutally honest viewpoint from a man who passionately loves his family, his friends, his profession, and his country.
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