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Scott McGaugh is the author of two previous 
books including Midway Magic which was 
the basis for a History Channel program. He 

is the marketing director at the USS Midway Mu-
seum, which since moving to San Diego in 2004, has 
become the most-visited ship museum in the world. 
His marketing work for the Midway Museum has 
received the Public Relations Society of America’s 
highest national award, has been featured in a col-
lege marketing communications textbook, and has 
been taught as a case study at Harvard University. 
McGaugh’s leadership also led to the Midway Mu-

Suggested Reading / Military History
Battlefield Angels
Saving Lives Under Enemy Fire from
Valley Forge to Afghanistan

seum becoming the first museum in the 
nation to receive the Presidential Pre-
serve America Award in a White House 
ceremony. 

 Battlefield Angels takes as its start-
ing point a startling fact: more Ameri-
can service people wounded in action 
are surviving today than in any previ-
ous war in history. During the Ameri-
can Revolution, 40% of soldiers wound-
ed in action eventually died of their 
injuries. In Vietnam it was 25%. The 
number today is 10%.

 Several story lines intersect in 
the narrative: the ill-preparedness of 
America’s medical corps at the start of 
our wars; our quick battlefield learn-
ing; the strength and solace that med-
ics and corpsmen provide to front-line 
soldiers; and the medical benefits that 
have accrued to civilians as the result 
of our wars.

 To tell his story, McGaugh has as-
sembled biographical profiles of some 
of America’s most celebrated medics 
and corpsmen. The book opens with 
the story of Caspar Wistar, a pacifist 
Quaker who served as a nurse in Gen-
eral Washington’s army. It continues 
with stories from the Civil War, The 
Great War, World War II, Korea, and 
Vietnam. The book closes with the sto-
ry of Private First Class Monica Brown, 
the U.S. Army medic who was awarded 
the Silver Star for rescuing fellow sol-
diers from a disabled Humvee during 
an ambush in Eastern Afghanistan in 
2007. The book also includes a Fore-
word from the former Surgeon General 
of the Navy, Vice Admiral Harold Koe-
nig, M.D.

 Battlefield Angels traces the evolu-
tion of battlefield medicine, which has 
led to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
having the lowest battlefield fatality 

rate—ever. Readers will come to learn 
that many innovations we take for 
granted such as triage, the ambulance 
system, blood banks, and the wide-
spread use of penicillin to fight infec-
tion were developed or validated on 
the battlefield.

 In his Foreword to the book, the 
former Surgeon General of the Navy, 
Vice Admiral Harold M. Koenig, writes, 
“Future generations can take heart 
in knowing that there will always be 
battlefield angels alongside their sons, 
daughters, brothers, sisters, spouses, 
and sweethearts in uniform. They can 
take comfort in the courage, compas-
sion, and skill of our nation’s exempla-
ry military medical corps.”

 
About the author
Scott McGaugh is a veteran journal-

ist and the author of Midway Magic and 
Midway Memories, an historic photo es-
say for visitors to the USS Midway Muse-
um, which became the basis for a History 
Channel program, “Hero Ship: The USS 
Midway,” featuring the author. McGaugh 
is the marketing director at the USS Mid-
way Museum (www.midway.org). Televi-
sion appearances have included the His-
tory Channel, Travel Network, Discovery 
Channel, Outdoor Channel, FOX Net-
work, and Australia’s Today Show. Mc-
Gaugh makes four to eight public speech-
es monthly and travels regularly for the 
museum. He lives in San Diego.

 
About the publisher
Osprey Publishing is the world’s larg-

est publisher of illustrated military his-
tory reference. Based in Oxford, England, 
and New York, it has over 1,100 titles in 
print. Visit them online at www.osprey-
publishing.com.

 

Corpsmen on Iwo Jima treated badly wounded soldiers who suffered multiple injuries from enemy artillery that 
included flash burns, contact burns, and internal injuries caused by hot, penetrating shrapnel. (USMC)
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The following is a brief excerpt: Fight-
ing Infection, World War II: The Pacific

“One Merchant Ship. 
One Oil Tanker. 
One Successful 
Appendectomy.” 

Battlefield Angels
Saving Lives Under Enemy Fire
Copyright © 2011 by Scott McGaugh

 

On August 26, 1942, rain was 
pounding the USS Seadragon’s 
periscope, blurring Captain 

Ferrall’s view of the South China Sea. 
The sub had departed Freemantle, Aus-
tralia, sixteen days earlier on August 
26, 1942, on its fourth patrol of the war. 
The next day it reached its assigned 
station. Secret Operation Order 49-42 
directed the Seadragon to pursue and 
destroy enemy shipping.

Wheeler Lipes had always been a 
serious young man. Standing five feet, 
six inches tall, and weighing about 120 
pounds, Lipes had small feet and small 
hands. He dropped out of high school 
and enlisted in the Navy in 1936. Sev-
eral months later, Lipes headed for 
corpsman duty at a Navy hospital in 
Philadelphia.

“Hey, Doc, I don’t feel very good,” 
Seaman first class Darrell Dean Rector 
said to Lipes. On the youngster’s nine-
teenth birthday, a dull ache in his belly 
made it impossible to stand up straight. 
For three days the stomach pain had 
persisted, and now his temperature was 

102.4 degrees. “I think I need a laxa-
tive.”

Lipes wasn’t so sure. “You lie down, 
and I’ll go stand your watch for you.” 
Two hours later Lipes returned. No 
change.

Lipes left to see the captain. “What 
do you think is wrong with him?” Fer-
rall asked.

The corpsman had assisted with 
appendectomies before transferring 
to the submarine service. “I think he 
needs an appendectomy.”

Ferrall and Executive Officer Nor-
velle Ward blanched. They were weeks 
away from a friendly port and appen-

dectomies even in hospitals were far 
from routine. Ferrall turned to Lipes. 
“What are you going to do?”

“Sir, I can’t do anything,” Lipes re-
plied.

“Son, we’re out here in enemy wa-
ters. When I fire torpedoes I know 
sometimes they’ll miss. But we all have 
a job to do. You tell me this sailor’s got 
appendicitis. Now, can you do an ap-
pendectomy or not?”

Only twenty-three years old, Lipes’s 
heart pounded as he considered his 
orders. A corpsman with modest basic 
training stood between Rector and a 
ruptured appendix that would kill him. 

Worse, Lipes realized he lacked the 
tools he had seen surgeons use when he 
had assisted in the Philadelphia Navy 
hospital.

Captain Ferrall ordered the 
Seadragon down to 120 feet, to get be-
low the stormy sea swells. The Seadrag-
on’s helmsmen would have to keep the 
submarine perfectly level for as long as 
the surgery required. At 1046 on Sep-
tember 11, 1942, Lipes began operat-
ing. The air in the crowded wardroom 
grew stale.

Two hours and fifteen minutes after 
the first incision, Lipes completed the 
operation. It had taken nearly three 
times as long as it would have for a 
practiced surgeon.

 Lipes and his assistants peeled off 
their sweat-soaked surgical gowns and 
sat down with mugs of coffee. Word 
raced through the crew. It was over. 
Rector had survived, but now Lipes 
and the rest of the crew had to wait to 
see if he would recover.

“I’m still in there pitching,” said 
Darrell Rector forty-five minutes lat-
er, when he regained consciousness. 
In the following hours, Lipes checked 
on Rector regularly. An initial fever 
spiked then ebbed as the Seadragon 
resumed its patrol and the surgical 
team disbanded. Two days later a pair 
of sailors helped Rector to his feet. 
He took his first few tentative steps as 
the Seadragon assumed its assigned 
position in the South China Sea. Five 
days after, the sub’s cook complained 
to Lipes that Rector “was eating like 
a horse.” A week later the Seadragon 
engaged a Japanese heavy cruiser and 
two destroyers and survived a depth 
charge attack.
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