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In 1942, Major General Carl “Tooey” Spaatz needed a lead surgeon for the U.S. Army’s Eighth Air Force in England, which was strategically bombing Germany. But whom to pick?
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A good candidate would have to be an excellent surgeon and someone who could operate under war-time conditions.
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Ideally, it would be someone who understood combat injuries and who could handle large numbers of bodies torn by bullets and shrapnel.
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And almost impossibly, someone who held all those qualifications, knew what it was like to lose friends in combat and continue the mission, and who understood the fundamentals of air power.
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Finding one surgeon with one or two of those qualifications would be difficult, but all six? Yet there was such a man, who had performed surgeries during battle, had lost people to enemy fire, and had flown over enemy lines; and he did all of this before the United States entered World War I. His name was Malcolm C. Grow. 
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As a 28-year-old Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, physician, Grow traveled to war-torn Czarist Russia in 1915 and served as a corps surgeon until 1917, as Russian armies tried to push back the German invasion. 
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Grow went “over the top” and participated in a Russian attack. Armed with only a single hand grenade, he climbed out of a front-line trench and ran through a hole in a barbed wire. He jumped down into a Germen trench and threw his hand grenade into a dugout. A German weakly called out, “Kamerade.” Two orderlies grabbed the prisoner and hauled him out. Grow then found a hole in the barbed wire and raced back to friendly lines.
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Grow later wrote that he exposed himself simply because this was “an opportunity here which no other American has had in Russia since the war began.
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Grow even met Czar Nicholas II. “American doctor!” the Czar said in English when Grow was presented to him at a review. “And you have come over here all the way from America to help our wounded?” When Grow told him he was, the Czar concluded, “We are in need of doctors.” 
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Grow went aloft one night with a Russian pilot in a captured German Albatross two-seater biplane. They took off as Grow watched objects below shrink, “as if by magic.” They passed over No Man’s Land, came under anti-aircraft fire, and dropped a bomb on a German occupied house. “A great white mushroom-shaped cloud rolled up from the center of the village,” Grow reported. 
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At the Battle of Postovy, on March 6, 1916, Grow watched the Russians go “over the top” and fall from German fire before he hurried back to his dressing station. There he found at least 100 wounded soldiers awaiting surgery. He described them as “a sea of wrecked humanity—a groaning, withering sea lying there on the snow.”
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That night, Grow followed a dog retrieval team and stretcher-bearers into No Man’s Land to look for survivors. The dogs were trained to bring back caps, or tear off parts of the wounded’s clothing and return it to their handlers before leading them to their man. They did not bring anything back from the dead. The dogs helped rescue 17 wounded before they started returning with nothing in their jaws.
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One night, Grow bedded down in a barn where he found about ten soldiers already asleep. He fell asleep until three enemy shells exploded closer and closer to the barn. He called for everyone to clear out, but no one responded. It wasn’t until he tried to pull one man to his feet that Grow realized he had been sleeping in a mortuary. They were all corpses.
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For the latest attack’s dressing station, Grow and his staff stretched a canvas tarp over a framework of poles and piled grass sod to protect it from incoming artillery. When he reassured a crying soldier about his wound, the man told him, “This is the third time I have been wounded and so far I have never even seen a German, much less get my bayonet into one!”
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A Russian commander ordered Grow to move closer to the front, so he loaded up several ambulances and led a small group forward. At a bridge, Grow encountered German artillery fire. He charged, but halfway across the bridge, his pony spotted a dead horse and stopped. Grow drove his spurs into the animal’s sides and snapped his Cossack whip to get it moving again.
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Once across the bridge, he set up his dressing station in an enemy dugout. He drew his revolver and entered. “Then there was a sudden stabbing flash of light from the side,” he later wrote, “the sharp crack of a revolver, and I felt a stinging pain in my abdomen.” He blindly fired back and jumped out. He noticed a bullet had grazed his abdomen.  He peered back in and found a man sitting at a table. Grow pushed his shoulder and the man slid to the floor, dead. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Throughout Grow’s time at the front, he constantly lost men he either knew or had just spoken to from enemy fire. In one case, he viewed the body of friend hung up on barbed wire in No Man’s Land. As Grow looked at it, a soldier tried to shoot off gathering crows.
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On September 9, 1916, Grow experienced a gas attack. While he was able to put on his gas mask, his orderly was not. “I ran back to him and tried to lift him from the ground and get him back out of the gas,” he later wrote, “but it was too late!” Grow spent the morning pulling men out of trenches and dugouts. The attack killed 2,000 Russians.
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Grow also treated victims of a Cossack attack. The wounds were unique to a modern battlefield: “One man I attended had his entire arm and shoulder carried away by a single blow from a sabre,” he recalled. “Another poor devil had been struck in the top of the head and he was split through to his breast-bone, the skull cut as clean as though the work had been done with a saw.”
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Grow left Russia and, in 1918, published his memoir of his time there, titled Surgeon Grow: An American in the Russian Fighting. The book was swashbuckling adventure, an up-close personal account of twentieth century warfare, and a cautionary tale of communism.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
By the time the United States entered World War II on December 7, 1941, Grow had helped create a medical aviation laboratory and, with Lieutenant Colonel Harry G. Armstrong, published Fit to Fight: A Medical Handbook for Flyers.
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Once the country was committed to World War II, General Spaatz picked Grow as the Eighth Air Force’s head surgeon. In his new job, Grow developed body armor for flyers, preventive treatments for aerial combat stress, and started the First Central Medical Establishment. The body armor idea came from World War I, where Grow saw casualty rates higher-than 50 percent from low velocity projectiles.
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After the war, Grow held various, higher ranking positions in the Army Air Forces until, in 1947, the U.S. Air Force was formed. For a year after the Air Force separated from the Army, Grow argued that the new branch needed its own medical service. A year later, when the Air Force Medical Service stood up, Grow became the Air Force’s first Surgeon General. 
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General Spaatz picked Grow as his head surgeon because of his vast and unique experiences, half a world away. Likewise, his appointment to Surgeon General of the Air Force Medical Service was in part from his service as an American doctor in the Czar’s war.
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