Missing Something?

Over 10 years ago, after finishing the unloading of some office chairs from a 5-ton truck, I elected to jump off the back.  That jump altered my life.  You see, the 5-ton truck had a hydraulic lift attached on the back-end, and some stamped steel rails ran along the side of the flatbed.  My comrade and I were using the hydraulic lift to lower chairs to the ground.  I had just finished unloading the chairs and my comrade was rolling them inside the building.  I was left with a decision to either jump the 4½ feet to the tarmac or wait for my buddy.
I figured I was wasting time waiting around, so I put my hand on the truck’s side rail and jumped, feeling a slight tug.  Thinking I had cut my hand on something, I was slightly amazed to find my left ring finger missing.  Not only gone, but ripped from my body.  The skin was missing from the area around the top of my hand, showing the muscle, while blood was flowing from the opening.  A small piece of bone (the middle part of my finger) was jutting from the mess, and broken off about halfway down.  


Well, there’s nothing like the irrational fear of bleeding to death!  Quickly grabbing my hand, and not even looking around for my missing finger, I ran inside the hanger to summon help.  The rest of this story wouldn’t even be worth telling, but for one aspect.  I was a medic in a MEDEVAC company.  My fellow medics were all well trained and state licensed emergency medical technicians, and expertly handled my care and my detached appendage.  After dressing the wound and immediately putting my mangled finger on ice, I was flown to a local Army medical center that had a digit reimplantation capability.  

During the next month in the hospital plus 30 days of convalescent leave, the center doctors all tried their best to reattach my finger, but with the blood and nerve endings so torn and distorted, all efforts failed.  Even with the best medical response possible, the hope of keeping my finger was fruitless.  


Am I alone?  No way.  In 1995, according to Department of Labor statistics, 11,308 people had the misfortune of experiencing this type of injury.  A full 90 percent of these people were male, and ranged in jobs from machine operators to laborers to truck drivers.  

While my accident was caused by a very small piece of protruding metal catching on my wedding ring and tugging the finger off as I jumped to the ground, most amputations don’t happen this way.  Over 75 percent of the cases involve a worker getting their finger(s) caught between or crushed in a piece of machinery.  Don’t conjure up in your head a huge machine press at the local manufacturing plant back home.  This machinery can be a pulley and belt on a HMMWV electrical system, a hatch on an M1A1, or the rotating drive shaft of a rotor or auxiliary drive system on any modern helicopter.  I don’t have an Army TM or any earth-shattering advice to quote here, but before you do any manual task, please keep the following simple points in mind:

( Don’t wear jewelry.  On the job and off, remove all jewelry that could catch on equipment or pose an electrical hazard.  As the popular, but somewhat gross, Army poster states “Take off the ring, not the finger.”  I’ve been wearing my recovered wedding ring on my dog tags for the last several years.  Which reminds me, don’t wear dog tags if you’re working around live electrical components.  If your spouse wants to know where your wedding ring is, show her the poster in the March 2000 issue of Countermeasure.
( Don’t put any part of your body between hard objects.  Many soldiers have put themselves in some compromising positions while backing up vehicles to docks, trailers, or fences.  Think!  Use proper ground guide procedures.  Use a two-person lift when required, and never stick your hands where you can’t see them.  
( Use LOCKOUT/TAGOUT.  If that term makes no sense to you, go find your unit safety officer or NCO and ask him to explain it to you.  Since 1989, OSHA has mandated that all equipment being serviced must be physically “locked out” of operation, energy removed from the item, and properly tagged.  With extremely few exceptions (and only under a written policy), you cannot work on a piece of equipment while it has the possibility of being inadvertently turned on.  
My accident doesn’t need to be yours.  After a painful skin graft that hurt more than the amputation, a waiver and several weeks on “hold” status, I was granted the privilege of going to flight school.  Now, as an instructor pilot, I am grateful to show-and-tell my lessons learned to my student pilots.  

Additionally, I have met other soldiers (retired and active duty) that have had similar accidents.  Make sure you develop a work ethic that integrates safety into the many tasks you perform.  It just may save a soldier’s finger.
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Courtesy of CW3 Mike Cronrath.  Mr. Cronrath wrote this article while attending the CP-12 Safety and Occupational Health Course here at Fort Rucker.  He is now stationed at Fort Campbell, KY, 334-718-5902, cronrath@earthlink.net.

