i

| BUSH'S GONZALES GAMBI.E .

e

FROM BRAIN SCIENCE TO
BATTLEFIELD MEDICINE,
DOCTORS ARE FINDING
INNOVATIVE WAYS TO
COMBAT SHORT-TERM
AND CHRONIC PAIN
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Millions of aging boomers
and the latest generation
of wounded soldiers hope
the secrets of our most
enduring medical foe
can finally be unlocked.

BY MARY CARMICHAEL
ATE INTO THE NIGHT OF MAY 2, 1863,
a few hours after Thomas (Stonewall)
Jackson took two bullets in his left arm at
the Battle of Chancellorsville, surgeon
Hunter Holmes McGuire sawed off the
bleeding limb, trying to save the gener-
al’s life. With the knife came another medical tool,
one fairly new to the battlefield—a rag soaked in
chloroform. As he awaited amputation, Jackson,
who would die a week later, was as stoic as his
nickname suggested. But as he slipped into uncon-
sciousness, it’s said, he betrayed his vulnerability
in the face of pain just once, mumbling that the
anesthesia was “an infinite blessing.”
For most of the 144 years since then, the mili-
tary has stuck with similarly crude techniques
for treating its soldiers’ pain. Morphine, also given
to Jackson and many others in the Civil War, is
still the Army’s most commonly used painkilling

drug. It works, but compared with more-
modern options, it’s one step above chloro-
form and two above biting the bullet. Now,
though, with casualties mounting in Iraq
and Afghanistan, the military is being forced
to change its strategy. More than 90 percent
of wounded soldiers have made it off the bat-
tlefield—the highest survival rate in Ameri-
can history—only to overwhelm chronic-
pain clinics when they come home. “We're
seeing the tip of a tidal wave of pain,” says
Lt. Col. Chester (Trip) Buckenmaier, an
anesthesiologist at Walter Reed Army Med-
ical Center, who has emerged as a sort of pain
czar for the Army. After decades of “sucking
it up,” the military has finally started to re-
spond in new and innovative ways to this es-
calating pain crisis. Even as the VA hospital
system has come under fire for poor care,
Army doctors haven’t just joined up in medi-
cine’s larger war against pain—they’re lead-
ing the charge.

Winning this medical war is crucial, and
not just for the sake of the soldiers, who are
far from the only burgeoning new group of
pain sufferers. Chronic pain is one of the
most pervasive and intractable medical
conditions in the United States, with one
in five Americans afflicted. Aging baby
boomers have reported in surveys more
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