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An Ode to America

[Editor's note: The following is an e-mail [ received in early October, It is an
editorial from a Romania publication. I tried to find the original source, and
traced the e-mail as far as Australia but then hit a brick wall. I am publishing it
although I cannot provide the original source because 1 believe it is important
for us to know that, despite the anti-American rhetoric being spewed about,
there are those who grasp the greatness of our nation.]

Why are Americans so united? They don't resemble one another even if
you paint them! They speak all the languages of the world and form an aston-
ishing mixture of civilizations. Some of which are nearly extinct, others of
which are incompatible with one another, and in matters of religious beliefs, nol
even (iod can counl how many they are. Still, the American tragedy turned 300
million people into a hand put on the heart. Nobody rushed to accuse the White
House, the army, or the secret service of being a bunch of losers, Nobody
rushed to empty their bank accounts. Nobody rushed on the streets nearby o
gape aboul. The Americans volunteered to donate blood and to give a helping
hand. After the first moments of panic, they raised the flag on the smoking
ruins, putting on T-shirts, caps, and ties in the colors of the national flag. They
placed flags on buildings and cars as if in every place and on every car a minis-
ter or the president were passing. On every occasion they started singing their
traditional song: "God Bless America!”

Silent as a rock, 1 watched the charity concert broadcast on Saturday once,
twice, three times, on different TV channels. There were Clinl Eastwood, Willie
Nelson, Robert de Niro, Julia Roberts, Cassius Clay, Jack Nicholson, Bruce
Springsteen, Silvester Stalone, James Wood, and many others that no film or
producers could ever bring together. The American's spirit of solidarity turned
them into a choir. Actually, choir is not the word. What you could hear was the
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heavy artillery of the American soul. What
neither George W. Bush, nor Bill Clinton, nor
Colin Powell could say without facing the
risk of stumbling over words and sounds, was
being heard in a great and unmistakable way
in this charity concert.

I don't know how it happened that all
this obsessive singing of America didn't
sound croaky, nationalistic, or ostentatious! It
made you green with envy because you
weren't able to sing for your country without
running the risk of being considered chauvin-
istic, ridiculous, or suspected of who-kKnows-
what mean interests. I watched the live broad-
cast and the rerun of its rerun for hours listen-
ing to the story of the guy who went down
one hundred floors with a woman in a wheel-
chair without knowing who she was, or of the
Californian hockey player, who fought with
the terrorists and prevented the plane from
hitting a target that would have killed other
hundreds or thousands of people. How on
earth were they able to bow before a fellow
human?

Imperceptibly, with every word and
musical note, the memory of some turned into
a modern myth of tragic heroes. And with
every phone call, millions and millions of
dollars were put in a collection aimed at
rewarding not & man or a family, but a spirit
that nothing can buy. What on earth can unite
the Americans in such a way? Their land?
Their galloping history? Their economic
power? Money? I tried for hours to find an
answer, humming songs and murmuorisg
phrases with the risk of sounding common-
place. I thought things over, but [ reached
only one conclusion.

Only freedom can work such miracles! 4
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A Science Reader
Writes

By J. Peter Reitt, MD, FACS

OK, the first and last question you
should ask is why L, an older, retired practi-
tioner of Neurological Surgery (the true name
of my old specialty as opposed to "Brain
Surgery™), am writing an article for the BELS
Letter. Although you may conclude that this
note is written just to confirm the need for
your talents (careful, as my own personal edi-
tor has already reviewed it), [ hope the real
message will be otherwise.

First, allow me to give you a brief back-
ground. After four years of college, another
four years of medical school, two years of
general surgery training, two years of the US
MNavy, and four years of training in neuwro-
surgery (oops, [ meant to write “Neurological
Surgery”™), I was finally let loose on the world
at the young age of 34 (which may help 1o
explain my fee schedule). There I remained
for seventeen years until I simply exhausted
my ability to consider my very ill and often
dying patients as examples of fascinating
pathologies. I realized that I, like other physi-
cians, had many more successes than failures;
but, as time progressed, the latter began to
weigh more heavily on my mind. The emo-
tional and economic costs on my patients,
their families and their friends of the illnesses
with which I was dealing did not lessen over
time. After a while, it doesn’t take a rocket
scientist {(what phrase did you expect me (o
useT) to realize things ain't right. To be a sur-
geon and question the very efficacy of sur-
gery neither helps one’s patient nor one’s psy-
che! Adding to this conundrum was my
extreme irritation at being referred 1o as a
"provider." My years of training had left me
with the idea I was a physician and my sole
purpose was (o help my patients, not HMOs,
PPOs, [PAs or whatever the latest acronym
for Washington's woefully inadequate answer
for providing medical care is called. Since my
departure from medicine, I have been enjoy-
ing a retired, yet productive life. Now that
you have learned a litfle about my back-
ground, [ will get to what I intend is the point
of this message.

As you may have deduced, [ was the
kind of physician most of you, as patients,
visit as opposed to the ones you see as clients.
I was in private practice and spent little time
writing papers (as you can infer from this arti-
cle), researching the latest, temporary medical

fad, or teaching medical students, interns, and
residents. (I did do an enormous amount of
teaching, but it was to patients, their families,
and their friends — none of whom are consid-
ered students despite their capacity and will-
in‘g;neﬁs to learn). I took the patient’s history
and did the physical on the patient myself; I
went in at night to see my patient, for I had
no intern or resident to intercede on my
behalf; hell, I even shaved the patient’s head
(after anesthesia and in the OR) and put in the
final skin sutures. In short, [ was a practicing
physician — the common kind of MD who
forms the majority of the readership for most
of the articles you edit. Ah, you thought I was
collecting some more amyloid plagues or neu-
rofibrillary tangles (the diagnostic identifiers
of Alzheimer’s disease) while I was wriling
this; bul now you see [ was, indeed, getting
somewhere after all.

What did I need you to accomplish as an
editor of medical articles? For starters, you
could remove every other word and three out
of four of the references cited - well some-
times I did feel that way. [ was BUSY. 1 need-
ed to be able to read an article rapidly and tell
almost at a glance if it was worth my time to
really peruse it because it would likely help
me treat my patients more effectively.

I needed a title that was in English not
Latin, if that was possible. But, even more 1
needed an article that was written in common
English, at least for the most part. The scien-
tific and biochemical terms I knew, but the
damn obfuscating words that were rarely seen
or heard outside of academic circles were
unnecessary and only demonstrated the arro-
gance of the author and the timidity of the
editor. The more concise and plainer the text,
the easier it was for me to rapidly digest it. [
read Locke, Milton, Proust in college and 1
could reread them in my off time, but I need-
ed to get important scientific information as
fast as possible.

MNow that you have converted the big
words to regular English, please take a good
look at the abstract (that is, if that is in your
job description). The abstract is what told me
if the article was even worth a closer look, A
good abstract is the hook for most of us, It
should be carefully written, and not composed
as an afterthought. This is an extremely
important part for the practicing physician.

I always enjoyed an article that educated
me even if its specific conclusions were
unjustified. The first section of the main sci-
entific article in many cases has a brief
review of the literature and its relevance to
the article's findings. This section needs to be
especially edited for clarity and consistency.

www.bals.org




You will lose me if you allow this to be poor-
ly written.

I love tables and graphs and pictures
(yes, I did, even in the BC — Before
Computers - era). | also know how much you
all love the tables and graphs and their infi-
nite varieties; my wife can be heard uttering
the most amazing curses as she tums the page
or clicks the "next page” icon and is confront-
ed with a wonderful world of charts and
graphs. All I can ask you to accomplish is to
please try to assure that all graphs and tables
are at least consistent with one another. A bar
graph here and a line graph there interspersed
with a pie chart, all showing similar data,
would drive me crazy (and you must know
my opinion of psychiatry and the other myths
in modern medicine), OTOH (come on, you
guys are into computers and should be Muent
in Geekspeak <http://www.netlingo.com/>)
pictures need to be labeled in a readable man-
ner. I always have had an imritating time try-
ing to look al a decorative graphic that is only
superseded by the equally decorative font in
its caption.

My allotted word count is used up, so [
will leave you with this final thought. Never
underestimate your importance to those of us
whao don't write the papers, even though
many of us who are only readers may not
even be aware of your work. Please remem-
ber a quote that one of my older Southern
medical schoo] professors would constantly
evoke (like, every damn day) - "Rather a mill-
stone be tied ‘round my neck and I be cast
into the sea, lest [ lead you astray”. Just don't
let your authors go off course! -1

\
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An Editorial Chuckle
a Day Keeps the. . .

Using laparoscopic treatment of urgent surgical
conditions that develop during pregnancy is a
potential issue of which surgeons should give
careful consideration prior to being presented

with their first close laparoscopic encounter

From the Editor

This issue marks the debut of "BELS Serves.
Summarized Q& A From the BELS Mailing
List Server” by Barbara Schwedel. Barbara
has really thrown herself into this project, and
it shows in the warm, enthusiastic style of the
column. Thanks go to all of you who posted
questions and responded to questions. The
column, of course, would not be possible
without you. You will find that “BELS
Serves” is a succinct but comprehensive ren-
dering of the conversations among BELS
members. It should be a real help to those
who are on the list server mailing list and for
those who are not.

Other features in this issue include “Ode
to America,” a Romanian viewpoint of events
in the United States following September 11.
Thanks to Kim Berman for suggesting and
Kathleen Lyle for helping to find an author
for the article about the Fourth Intemnational
Congress on Peer Review in Biomedical

of a pregnant kind.

Publication held in Barcelona, Spain. And
Dr. J. Peter Reitt, who has his own personal
editor with the same last name, shares his
ideas about what a busy practicing physician
needs to get from reading journal articles,
something all medical editors should be
attuned o, ie, the needs of the reader.
Finally, I would like to thank Esko
Meriluoto, of Scimed International, Ltd,
Finland, for suggesting adding the names of
BELS officers to the newsletter, which I have
done on the front page. Esko also brought to
my attention “a curious error” in my article
in the Summer 2001 issue about the CSE
Conference. The sentence “Fewer than 50%
of adult respondents to a survey understand
that the sun orbits the earth yearly” should
read “Fewer than 50% of adult respondents
to a survey understand that the earth orbits
the sun yearly.” Thank you Esko. | appreciate

your keen eyesight, -1
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