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Accept my talents, great or small, Choose thou the path for me, Where I shall labor joyously In service, Lord, for thee.


— a verse from Dr. Lehman’s favorite hymn,


“Teach Me Thy Truth”
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With gratitude to


the many patients who entrusted their medical care to me


for two generations;


and to Dorcas Sharp Hoover, without whose tireless efforts


there would be no book;


and to Phyllis, my wife, and our children,


Dr. Randy and Brenda Benner, Dr. Brent and Dr. Claudia Lehman,


and Bev Lehman, for their support.


— Dr. Elton D. Lehman
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Elton, middle, and brother Merlin, right, with their pony on the Sylvester and Martha Lehman farm in Kidron. Individual on the left is unknown.


Lehman family photo
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The Sylvester and Martha Lehman family in 1953, with their 12 children from left to right. Back row: Ruth (Lehman) Bontrager, Florine (Lehman) Yoder, Beth (Lehman) Wiebe, Doris (Lehman) Sommer, Merlin Lehman, Elton Lehman. Middle row: Jenelle (Lehman) Gould, Don Lehman, Larrry Lehman, Dave Lehman. Front row: Sylvester, Geraldine (Lehman) Mumaw, Martha, Carol (Lehman) Burkholder.
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Dr. Lehman at his graduation from Midwestern University-Chicago College of Osteopathic Medicine, with his fiancé Phyllis Schloneger in June 1963.
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Dr. Elton and Phyllis Lehman at their wedding on June 15, 1963.
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Dr. Lehman hangs his shingle in July 1964 at the square in Mount Eaton.
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The Mount Eaton Care Center.


Kathy Detrow
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This pencil sketch of Barb Hostetler hangs in the Mount Eaton Care Center. Barb opened her home to women in labor and assisted Dr. Lehman with many deliveries. She died August 6, 2003.


Pencil sketch by Susan Weirich
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Five thousand pennies for 5,000 deliveries in June 1993. Lehman would deliver more than 6,300 babies in his career before “retiring.”


Lehman family photo







Awards Received by Dr. Elton Lehman




• Outstanding Mentor Award, 1991—Ohio University College of Osteopathic Medicine


• Outstanding Achievement Award, 1994—Chicago College of Osteopathic Medicine Alumni Association


• Country Doctor of the Year Award, 1998—Staff Care, Inc.


• Alumnus of the Year Award, 1998—Eastern Mennonite University


• Family Physician of the Year Award, 1998—The Ohio State Society of the American College of Osteopathic Family Physicians


• Shining Light Award, 1998—Mental Health and Recovery Board of Wayne & Holmes counties


• Citizen of the Year Award, 1998—Wooster (Ohio) Daily Record


• Distinguished Rural Health Provider, 2000—Ohio Department of Health


• Distinguished Service Award, 2002—Ohio Osteopathic Association


• Distinguished Service Award, 2004—American College of Osteopathic Family Physicians










[image: image]


Elton and Phyllis Lehman with children Brenda (standing), Brent, and Bev in 1979.







[image: image]


The Lehman family in 1987. Standing left to right are Bev, Elton, Phyllis, Brenda, and Brent.


Photos from Lehman family
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Dr. Lehman thanks children, Bev, Brent, and Brenda at the Country Doctor of the Year celebration on April 24, 1998.
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Dr. Brent Lehman reviews a patient’s charts at the Mount Eaton Medical Center.


Photo by Phil Masturzo / Akron Beacon Journal
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Dr. Elton Lehman in his pharmacy, 2003.


Karen Schiely / Akron Beacon Journal







PREFACE TO THE 2022 EDITION


“Why, them’s my horse and buggy!” the bearded man exclaimed, reaching for a copy of House Calls.


“Aw, come on,” Dr. Lehman chuckled, glancing up from the book he was autographing. “How can you tell that’s your horse? You can tell a car is a Chevy or a Ford. But a horse is a horse! And every black buggy looks the same. How can you be so sure it’s your horse and buggy?”


“Doc, I can just tell!” his patient insisted. “And besides, them are my wife’s plump arms!”


Dr. Lehman laughed heartily with those gathered around his table stacked with books. Well, wouldn’t you know, the woman whose story filled a chapter in his book just happened to land on his front cover—at least her buggy and arms were there. And the young mother on the cover pictured at the Care Center happened to be a granddaughter of Barb, the legendary midwife.


In the twenty years since House Calls and Hitching Posts came off the press, Dr. Lehman’s stories about his former patients have continued to unfold. As his son, Dr. Brent, cares for the medical emergencies his father’s patients and their descendants encountered, the accounts of “Young Lehman” are woven into their stories, as well.


Two and a half decades after Doc received the Country Doctor of the Year Award, one can still sense the spirit of service and compassion in the Mount Eaton Clinic on Chestnut Street, bringing hope and healing to patients arriving on buggies and bikes. Occasionally one can hear the urgent clopping of a buggy horse cantering up the drive of the Mount Eaton Care Center. But the wail of police sirens approaching the Care Center is most unusual. Now and then, a Yamaha cycle cruises through the pastoral farmlands, passing bicycles and buggies, as the young doctor heads out on a house call. At the Mount Eaton Care Center, an additional journal or two hold another two decades’ worth of stories.


In his retiring years, Dr. Lehman fulfilled many of the dreams he had been too busy to pursue during his practice. The doctor didn’t dream of lounging on a cruise ship, but of assessing undiagnosed medical needs in third-world countries.


In addition to Dr. Lehman’s thirty-eight international medical mission trips, the doctor quietly served the Amish community behind the scenes in his retiring years. When the body of the father of Reader’s Digest’s “Little Boy Blue” was found in Texas, the Stutzman family didn’t know how to handle this unprecedented funeral. The funeral of the father of “Little Boy Blue” was sure to draw unwanted media attention to the Amish community. Dr. Lehman stepped forward to help facilitate a dignified burial for one of his most publicized former patients. Lehman checked the apartment to see if a note had been left revealing any clues about the former Amish patient suspected of taking the lives of those closest to him.


When Dr. Lehman journaled the events of May 13, 1993, the saddest day of his practice, he didn’t know the tragedy would prepare his patients to help facilitate the beginning of healing after an Amish school shooting. More than a decade after the accident killing five of Lehman’s young patients, the grandfather of a Nickel Mines School shooting victim reached out for Dr. Lehman’s help. Could “Doc” arrange for the parents of his patients killed while walking home from a birthday party to visit the Nickel Mines families? Perhaps they could show the families of the victims a path toward healing. And when contacted regarding the update of this book, parents of Nickel Mines School shooting victims graciously shared their story, that “the world might know the truth, and that God could be glorified.”


Dr. Lehman continued to serve the world around him, down to his last molecules. He personified Philippians 2:5–7 (NASB), “Have this attitude . . . which was also in Christ Jesus, who . . . emptied Himself, taking the form of a bondservant . . .”


While Barb and Bill’s grandson and his five sons built a pole barn for the author’s husband, the Hostetlers shared several unrecorded stories about Barb and about the Lehman doctors. When asked how many descendants Bill and Barb have, their grandson graciously hired a driver and sent his daughter out to gather the figures, reporting back that Bill and Barb have 1,007 descendants “as of today.” The accounts they shared are included in the final chapter of this updated edition, including the story about Dr. Brent and the “boat call.”
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INTRODUCTION


When my husband Jerry and I first met Dr. Lehman, his calm, thoughtful manner and commitment to integrity impressed us immediately. We knew we could trust this country doctor to deliver our children, even if it meant driving nearly an hour to his small-town clinic.


Dr. Lehman went on to deliver four of our six children in the peaceful birthing center he designed for his Amish patients. At each delivery, my husband asked the doctor about his adventures, and “Doc” proceeded to entertain us with another account, keeping us between laughter and tears.


“Doc, you need to write a book,” my husband always said. Dr. Lehman would glance up with a look of startled horror on his face. Quickly, he’d slip back into his shy reserve and dash off a row of notes on his clipboard. “Oh, no,” he’d say, heading for the door. “I’m not a writer.”


Then one afternoon Doc called me at home. “Folks have been telling me I need to record my experiences,” he said, “but I’m not a writer. Would you consider writing my story for me?”


Later, as Jerry and I listened to Dr. Lehman share his stories in the living room of our log cabin home, we recognized the inspirational value in the stories from this community servant. He embodied the biblical concept that in dying to self, we truly live. My husband and I decided we were willing to make sacrifices of our own to bring these stories to others.


Dr. Lehman’s patients have selflessly shared their hearts, thoughts, and memories with us so I could share them with you. I have tried to protect their privacy by changing their names, with the exception of the characters in “Five Small White Crosses” and “The Mysterious Case of Little Boy Blue,” which received wide media coverage. As a rule, I used the actual names of Dr. Lehman’s staff, his relatives, pastor, historical figures, acquaintances, colleagues, and his Mennonite patients. I also used actual names in “The Pie Takes the Prize,” with the exception of “Harry” at the beginning of that chapter.


In my efforts to protect Dr. Lehman’s patients—many who, by religious conviction, wish to humbly stay out of the limelight—I have taken a writer’s liberty to make minor changes to insignificant details in the accounts, while being tenaciously loyal to the basic facts. In order for the book to read as a story, the factual account is recorded in historical narrative—using conversations based on facts. In a few rare incidents, it was necessary for several events to be placed within the same story. Where there were conflicting accounts from the countless interviews, I have chosen to use the perspective of the person closest to the incident in question. All the events recorded in the book are, in fact, true. If there are errors, the author acknowledges they are hers.


Since neither 911 emergency services nor squads were available to the Mount Eaton community in the mid ‘60s when Dr. Lehman began his practice, he occasionally found it necessary in those early years to transport patients to the hospital in his personal vehicle. Med school professors had advised against using a personal vehicle to transport patients, but the little village of Mount Eaton, Ohio, with its large Amish population, defied convention!


Finally, this book could not have been published without the gracious assistance and support of patients, friends, relatives, and colleagues to whom I am indebted. Though I regret I am unable to mention each by name, I cannot forget to express my appreciation to:




• Dr. Elton Lehman, Phyllis Lehman, and children Brenda, Brent, and Beverly for sharing their lives


• Dr. Lehman’s patients and the capable office and Care Center staff for sharing their stories


• The late and legendary Barb Hostetler


• Dr. Wain Eberly, who invited Dr. Lehman to Mount Eaton


• Dr. Nolan Byler for contributing stories and checking for errors


• The late Louise Stoltzfus, who first began this project


• Celia Lehman, who carefully researched several chapters


• Paul M. Schrock, former director of Herald Press and Dr. Lehman’s EMU classmate, who graciously advised and guided the project


• Myrrl Byler, the teacher who encouraged me to write


• Merle and Phyllis Good and Delphine Martin of Good Books for their expertise in refining the book


• My uncle Dr. David R. Miller, Dr. Lehman’s classmate, who reviewed the medical terminology


• Supportive colleagues and patients of Dr. Lehman, as well as friends and relatives of the Lehmans and the Hoovers


• My husband, Jerry Hoover, and our children, Jerry Allen, Justin, Judith, Joshua, Janae, and Janelle, for their patient support


• My parents, Urie and Delilah Sharp, college classmates of Dr. Lehman, for their encouragement and support


• Our precious Lord—the ultimate example of selfless service—for his grace and guidance through this project





For the glory of God,


Dorcas Sharp Hoover


March 2004




1.


THE SCENT OF TROUBLE


With a puzzled look on her youthful face, the receptionist studied the young man entering the office. It wasn’t his straw hat or suspenders that held the stares of the secretary and patients in the waiting room. It was the rusty coffee can concealing the newcomer’s hand. A pungent odor filled the room, and the Amish patients eyed each other knowingly. Kerosene. The scent of trouble.


Another emergency, the receptionist thought, studying the conspicuous can as she answered the ringing phone. “Mount Eaton Clinic, Dr. Lehman’s office.” Nancy brushed back strands of brown hair escaping the barrettes that secured her hair into a bun. Her eyes kept returning to the hand held into the kerosene-filled can.


“So, you would like Dr. Lehman to stop by your house tonight to check the traction on your daughter’s broken leg?” Nancy asked, eying the coffee can. “Can you hold, please, while I check with the doctor?” A moment later Nancy confirmed the house call.


Right again, Rebecca, she thought, replacing the telephone receiver as the young Amishman set the can on the counter in front of her. You always said Mount Eaton Clinic is like the community emergency room here in the north end of Amish Country, and you’re right again. One never can tell what emergency will burst through those doors!


“Let’s see your hand,” Nancy gripped her pen and leaned expectantly toward the can.


The youth lifted a mutilated hand from the container, revealing white circles of naked bone and red, tattered tissue where fingers should have been. Nancy froze in horror as the patient fished dripping, dismembered fingers from the can. “Put them back! Put them back!” she recoiled in horror.


“Ach mei zeit!” the patients in the waiting room chorused. “Ei yi yi!”


“I should have known better,” the receptionist muttered while nearly colliding with a nurse in the hall. “Alice! Get Doc! We’ve got an emergency!”


No one in the paneled waiting room spoke. The Farm and Ranch, Sugarcreek Budget, and Guideposts lay ignored in patients’ laps as every eye followed the young man with his odorous can until the door shut behind him.1


After a long moment, a lanky patient seated in the corner thoughtfully rubbed his smooth-shaven chin. “Poor guy’s wasting his time here. The doctor will send a case like that straight to the emergency room. He should have gone there directly,” the man sniffed. “No doctor would treat a hand like that in the office.”


“Then you don’t know Doc Lehman,” said a balding patriarch stroking his long, gray beard. He set his gold-rimmed glasses higher on the bridge of his nose and appraised the outspoken man in the corner. Obviously, this Englischer was a newcomer to the area.


“Let me tell you something,” the elderly man proposed quietly, leaning forward on his cane. “Dr. Lehman goes out of his way to accommodate patients like us Amish folk who don’t have insurance to pay hospital bills nor cars to take us to the emergency room. Why, some time back, I had a cyst almost as big as an egg and Doc cut it out here at the office.”


“We’re talking about surgery,” the Englischer persisted impatiently. “I’ve never known a general practitioner yet who’d do that type of extensive repair right in the office. That’s a job for a surgeon in an emergency room.”


“Well then Lehman ain’t no general practitioner,” quipped a plump, graying woman tugging at her bonnet ties. “I don’t know what kind of doctor he is, but we call him a country doctor. Why, my Lester got his hand chewed up in a corn picker, and Doc sewed him up again just as nice and neat as you please.”


“Yah, that’s Doc, all right,” a young woman shyly agreed as she patted a sleeping infant lying on her lap. She carefully smoothed the wrinkles in the apron that nearly brushed her black shoestrings. “Our neighbor got her hand all chopped up in a steak cuber. Doc fixed her hand up real nice. Put 96 stitches in it. He worked on it three hours and now you’d hardly know it was ever hurt.”


“Ninety-six stitches!” the man in the corner whistled. “Here in this building? I never heard of a doctor caring for those kinds of emergencies in the office. I’ll believe it when I see it.”


Still weak from seeing the dismembered fingers, Nancy couldn’t help but smile at the patients’ conversation. They talked as though their doctor could repair any injury they’d encounter. No matter how severely mangled, they expected their “Doc” could sew them up and send them on their way again. Nancy recalled a few emergencies that Dr. Lehman needed to transfer to the hospital: the child whose throat was slit in a dog attack, the young hunter who accidentally shot himself in the abdomen, and the man with the chainsaw wound on his head.


Back in one of the four treatment rooms, Alice offered a chair to the youth with his hand in the coffee can and observed him closely for signs of fainting. A moment later, Dr. Lehman swept into the room.


“What do we have here?” he asked, adjusting his glasses and gently lifting the mutilated hand from the can.


“Ach yammah. I ran it through the saw at the mill. Too schuslich, I guess,” the patient answered, studying Dr. Lehman’s dark hair, ruddy cheeks, and solid build.


“Well, one has to look at the bright side,” the doctor replied with the trace of a smile. “From now on it won’t take as long to trim your fingernails!”


“Ha! Never thought about that!” Joe chuckled. “That just shows that there’s something good in everything that happens.”


While Dr. Lehman assessed the damage, Rebecca carefully arranged a syringe, forceps, bone-snips, suture driver, and a stack of gauze on a sterile towel next to a bottle of Zephrin. She set a waste can on the floor beneath the end of the examining table.


First of all, he needs something for pain, Dr. Lehman thought, examining the wound. “Tylenol with codeine, Rebecca,” he instructed, noting the patient’s restrained emotion so characteristic of the Amish folk.


“So I see you brought the fingers with you,” the doctor observed, examining the contents of the coffee can. “Do you want them reattached?”


“You mean you could sew them on again?”


“I don’t have the facilities to do that here to give you proper use of your fingers again. You’ll have to go to the hospital if you want them reattached, but it could be done.”


The patient shook his head. “Ach, that could cost me an arm and a leg. That would be dummheit, giving an arm and a leg to fix a couple of fingers!”


“In that case,” Dr. Lehman replied, “I’ll have to trim your bone back to the next joint. That will give us a flap of skin to bring up over the exposed end of the finger, and then I’ll stitch it up. I can do that here, but you’ll have to understand it is not the most pleasant procedure.”


“Yah, that’s okay. Just go for it.”


While Joe soaked his hand in Dreft laundry detergent to disinfect the mutilated fingers, the doctor and nurses quickly tended to several other patients. The doctor extracted a kernel of corn from a youngster’s ear and examined a toddler scheduled for a measles, mumps, and rubella vaccine. The child lay quietly on the examining table, her large eyes watching the doctor hold the stethoscope to her chest. “She’s growing nicely,” he observed. “It doesn’t seem that long since I delivered her.”


“I know it,” the mother agreed, stroking the toddler’s hand reassuringly. “They grow so fast. I just want to treasure every day.”


I couldn’t ask for more ideal patients, Dr. Lehman thought. Such pleasant, respectful folks. He never imagined that this child would die half a dozen years later when a car plowed into a group of 10 Amish children walking home from a birthday party. The accident would draw national media attention.


Out front at the receptionist’s desk, Nancy slid open the window partitioning her cubicle from the waiting room. “Doc will be busy with the emergency for an hour or so,” she announced. “If any of you want to reschedule your appointment, I’ll be glad to work you in at a later date. But for those who want to wait, Dr. Lehman will see you over his lunch hour.”


A few rescheduled their appointments while others chose to sit and chat. The patients accepted these kinds of delays as part of a country practice, and they were glad Dr. Lehman was willing to treat their emergencies.


“What about you, Mr. Keener, do you want to set up a new appointment?” the receptionist asked the lean, clean-shaven stranger.


“No, I’ll wait.”


“You could run over to the restaurant and pick up a sandwich in the meantime, if you want,” she suggested.


Mr. Keener gazed thoughtfully out the window at the horses standing patiently at the hitching post across the road. Then he turned back to the waiting receptionist. “No thanks. I want to be here when that guy comes out so I can see for myself if the doctor treats such a case.”


“Does Doc have any openings tomorrow?” a middle-aged woman asked.


“The doctor’s not in on Thursday. Is Friday at 2:15 okay?”


“That’s fine, but what does Doc do on his day off, anyhow? Go fishing?”


“Oh no. He goes over to Country Lawn Nursing Home and makes rounds, checking on the residents there at Navarre.”


“Hmm. Always busy helping others. Well, it’s good that man didn’t cut off his fingers tomorrow when Doc’s not around.”


“That’s for sure. But I suppose something will happen tomorrow, too. It seems the worst cases turn up when the doctor’s out.”


“Ach my! Surely not worse than this case today?”


“Oh yes,” Nancy relayed casually as she addressed an envelope. “We had a man bring in his little boy who was blue-looking. He found the little fellow in a water trough.” The ringing phone cut Nancy short, so she handed the patient the appointment reminder card and reached for the telephone.


Down the hall, Joe’s nostrils tingled with the clean scent of the Dreft bubbles bursting as water swirled around his throbbing fingers. “Don’t know why I need to soak them in this soapy water,” the boy muttered. “Why, the kerosene killed all the germs.”


His eyes swept the room while he waited. He took in the brown-paneled walls, high window, metal cabinet, jar of wooden tongue depressors, gauze pads, small sink, and large goose-necked lamp at the end of the examining table. An Enfamil calendar hung on the wall along with a Norman Rockwell painting of a portly doctor placing his stethoscope on the chest of a young patient’s doll.


The door opened and Dr. Lehman strode purposefully into the room. “Okay, Joe,” he said, lifting the dismembered hand from the Dreft solution. “Let’s take another look.” The doctor silently studied the finger stubs for a moment then gently poured Zephrin over them. He brushed specks of sawdust, grease, and dirt from the tissue and laid the hand on a sterile towel.


“This will sting a little,” the doctor warned. He took the syringe the nurse handed him and jabbed the needle into the base of an injured finger. “And another little sting,” he said injecting the needle into another side of the finger.


“Can you feel this?” Dr. Lehman asked, tapping the forceps against the finger.


“Can’t feel a thing.”


“What about this,” Dr. Lehman asked, snipping at a bit of tissue.


“Nothing.”


“Let me know if you feel any pain,” Dr. Lehman said as he began dissecting the tissue, muscle, and tendon from the skin and bone. The doctor snipped painstakingly around a finger until only a hollow sleeve of skin remained over the bone above the joint. Gently, he rolled the sleeve of skin well below the knuckle. In gloved hands, he picked up the bone-snips—a tool resembling a pair of pliers with sharp, broad blades similar to a small hedge trimmer. He straightened his shoulders and inhaled deeply. Carefully, he aligned the snips, clamped the handles together, and a piece of bone plopped onto the towel.


Dr. Lehman dissected remaining bits of tissue from the sleeve of skin and crafted a flap to cover the bleeding stump. After dousing the finger with more Zephrin, the nurse draped a sterile towel over the hand to keep the suture clean. Only a stub of the index finger poked through a hole in the towel. Dr. Lehman folded the flap of skin he had meticulously scraped and shaped over the naked bone stub, and prepared to stitch the flap in place.


Joe watched intently as Dr. Lehman clamped a suture holder onto the end of a curved needle. The doctor pierced through one skin layer and the adjacent tissue. Then he released the suture holder, fastened the instrument to the pointed end of the needle protruding from the skin, and pulled the suture through the skin layers.


“It’s my way of quilting,” the doctor remarked when he glanced up to see the patient’s fascination.


“Does your frau know you can sew like that?” Joe wondered. “If I could sew that gut, Mom would make me mend the holes in my socks!”


“You’d better not tell my wife,” Dr. Lehman winked, while continuing to stitch the flap down over the stub. “I’m busy enough without having to darn my socks yet, too!”


Feeling queasy, Joe focused on the doctor’s face to distract himself from the activity on his finger. He wondered how the doctor keeps each hair in place, and how he has such red cheeks when he always works inside.


“How old are you anyhow, Doc?”


“How old do you think I am?”


“Ach, I’d say you gotta be at least 75.”


“Why is that?” the doctor asked, wondering what made the youth guess a number much higher than his actual age.


“Well, you’re my doctor. And you were Dad’s doctor and Grohs Dawdi’s doctor, too. You’re the only doctor I ever knew. You’ve been around forever!”


Dr. Lehman laughed heartily with the nurse and proceeded to stitch the finger without bothering to correct the young man’s guess. “Did you ever hear the story of the man who cut off his ear?” Dr. Lehman asked to distract the patient.


“No, can’t say that I did. What happened?”


“Well, somehow this fellow accidentally got his ear cut off. All his fellow workers quickly got down on their hands and knees to sift through the sawdust for the missing ear. Finally, someone held up the ear and announced, ‘I found it! Here it is!’ The man took one look at the ear and said, ‘That’s not mine.’ The other men asked, ‘What do you mean that’s not your ear?’ The fellow replied, ‘It’s not my ear. I can tell because my ear had a pencil behind it!’”


Joe could not help but chuckle, the tense lines on his face melting as he smiled.


With Joe’s first finger neatly sutured and bandaged, Dr. Lehman began to debride the middle finger by removing tissue and muscle to create the hollow sleeve of skin. As Dr. Lehman picked up the bone-snips, the door opened a crack.


“Excuse me, Doc,” Nancy called, “but I just spoke with a caller whose daughter has the symptoms of appendicitis. It’ll take her half an hour to get here. We’ll try to watch for her and let you know when they drive in. I know you like to watch the way a person walks when you diagnose a suspected appendicitis case.”


“Busy day, Doc?” Joe wondered.


“Hectic. I delivered two babies during the night and then this morning I made an emergency house call for a cancer patient.”


“You need another couple of hands, Doc,” the patient observed.


“You got that right,” Dr. Lehman said as Alice wrapped the mended fingers in Telfa dressings, gauze, and tape.


A moment later, Joe walked up to the receptionist’s window waving his thoroughly bandaged finger stubs. “You like this better?”


“Much better!” Nancy smiled, handing him a packet of Tylenol with codeine tablets. “That’s much better.”


“I left the fingers in the coffee can for you,” Joe’s eyes twinkled. “I told Doc as busy as your office is, you could use some extra fingers around here, so you just keep them.”


A smile crossed the face of the elderly Amishman in the waiting room. He watched the surprised Englischer study the bandaged hand. When their eyes met, the Amishman winked.


“Must be an unusual doctor,” the stranger acknowledged with a shrug.


“Very,” said the Amishman stroking his beard. “He can tell lots of stories. For instance, that ‘Little Boy Blue’ story in the Reader’s Digest some time ago was Dr. Lehman’s patient. The sheriff working on the case called Doc asking him for footprints and—”


“Mr. Keener!” The nurse called from the doorway. “You can come on back now.”


“Why do you do it, Doc?” Mr. Keener asked when Dr. Lehman walked into the examining room. “You skipped your lunch to accommodate that patient. You wouldn’t have had to go out of your way like that.”


“That’s a good question,” Dr. Lehman responded, trying to decide how to express his philosophy of life. “When I first started my practice—”


A nurse knocked briefly before slipping into the room.


“I’m sorry to interrupt, but I wanted you to know that a child was just brought in who drank kerosene and is going to need his stomach pumped.”


Mr. Keener rolled his eyes. “First you have a patient that soaks his wounds in kerosene, and then you have one that drinks the stuff. What next?”


“That’s what we say,” Dr. Lehman smiled as he completed the exam. “I can assure you that there’s never a dull moment around here! And to think, I almost turned down the invitation to come to Mount Eaton to practice medicine.”


Dr. Lehman remembered the first day he drove into Mount Eaton almost a quarter century before. He could still see his new wife seated beside him as they breezed through the countryside on that lovely summer day.




2.


A COUNTRY BOY COME HOME


Like a vast, downy quilt, luxuriant patches of gold and green velvety fields spread out before the young doctor and his bride. The intern scanned the farmsteads nestled among the patchwork as if they held answers to the questions that weighted his heart. Is this the place? Elton kept asking himself as he guided the ‘63 Mercury Comet through the valleys threaded with an occasional stream. Is this where I belong?


He breathed in deeply the scent of freshly-mown hay as if trying to inhale the restful stillness pervading the countryside. The young intern’s gaze followed a horse-drawn carriage winding past fields lined with fences and dotted with grazing cattle. Will I have any Amish patients? he wondered as the buggy disappeared behind a distant knoll.


Coasting into a little village, the couple glanced at the sign announcing, “Welcome to Mount Eaton.” Neither of them dreamed that 34 years later, a new sign would stand in its place: “Welcome to Mount Eaton, Home of Elton Lehman, D.O., 1998 Country Doctor of the Year.” Never!


As a general practitioner, the young doctor imagined delivering a few babies each year in the nearby hospital delivery room. He certainly never thought of delivering a baby in his Jeep at a stoplight, or delivering twins by the light of a kerosene lantern in an Amish bedroom. He could see himself stitching lacerations—but gunshot wounds? The thought never crossed his mind. Neither did the fact that a rare blood factor would be discovered among his patients.


On that first morning drive back into Mount Eaton, Dr. Lehman could not foresee waking up to the explosion of metal and fire when a carload of drunks slammed into his patients’ car outside his bedroom window. Nor could he visualize riding in a buggy, or on the back of a dump truck, or on a fire truck to reach patients during a snowstorm. As the young doctor and his wife drove into Mount Eaton that balmy summer day in 1964, they had little indication of the adventures to come.


Elton’s glance at the establishments of the two-traffic-light village assured him that Mount Eaton offered everything essential for existence, from grocery, hardware, and dry-goods stores to a gas station and bank. In the town square was a funeral home. Yes, Mount Eaton seemed to have everything a person would need, and more, he thought.


“What do you think, Phyllis?” Elton asked.


“Feels kind of quaint and peaceful, doesn’t it? I wonder where the house is that your brother Merlin said is for sale.”


“It should be right here.” Elton glanced at the directions his brother had given. “Intersection of 250 and 241, left side. This is the junction.”


And there it was. Just ahead on the left, a white, Victorian two-story house graced the village square. Gingerbread trim fringed the eaves and bordered the top of a wide porch. Phyllis drank in every detail, from the stately windows to the wrap-around porch, as her husband parked the Mercury along the sidewalk.


Elton’s eyes followed the steps to the porch and a pair of doors that opened off it. Merlin had said the door at the top of the steps led into a living room, while the entrance at the end of the porch opened into rooms designed as a doctor’s office.


The couple exchanged a look of mutual delight. Neither spoke; they simply knew. The house was more than they had dreamed.


Entering the living room, the Lehmans found high ceilings and tall windows, giving the place an airy atmosphere. A sunny nook in the living room overlooked the town square. The office rooms along the right side of the house were not overly large, but they were adequate for the beginning of a small-town practice.


Behind the living room lay a small bedroom overlooking the tiny front yard and the main road just beyond. A small kitchen, dining room, and bath completed the main floor. An enclosed staircase led to a second-floor apartment that could be rented for additional income, they were told.


Every room was papered in a shade of purple and the house practically sat on the road, but the Victorian dwelling with the gingerbread trim was a fine place for a new doctor to begin a practice.


“Can’t you see a sign in the yard: E. D. Lehman, Osteopathic Physician, General Practice?” Phyllis gestured to the patch of lawn as the two walked down the porch steps. “And buggy horses tethered to the hitching post, and patients lined up in the waiting room?”


Elton sighed and walked slowly toward the car. “Phyllis, it’s a great dream. But we might as well be realistic. How are we going to pay for the house? You know as well as I do that we don’t have a penny to put down on the place and not even one asset to secure a loan. All we have is a $10,000 medical school debt.”


Phyllis’ eyes traced her husband’s dark, purposeful eyes and the strong build he inherited from generations of Swiss farmers. “If God wants you to practice here in Mount Eaton, he’ll open the doors,” she said, a confidence lighting her eyes and face.


I’ve seen that expression before, Elton smiled. She looked that way the night of our first date when we went to Isaly’s Ice Cream Parlor after listening to William Detweiler preach at Stoner Height’s tent revivals. She didn’t know how to give me directions to her house from Isaly’s, but she thought I’d get her home somehow.


“Well, Phyllis,” the troubled lines on the doctor’s dignified face relaxed a bit as he found her hand, “you’ve got faith—in me and in God. I sure don’t know how he’ll do it, but if God wants us to serve in Mount Eaton, he’ll make a way.”


Calmness settled over the young couple as they drove away from the Victorian home. “We might not know what the future holds,” Elton said softly, “but God does. He’s got it all planned.”


Elton braked at the intersection and glanced at his watch. “You know what? We’d have time to stop and see Mother before we head back to Cuyahoga Falls. Kidron’s only five miles away.”


“Fine with me,” Phyllis nodded. “I always enjoy a drive through Amish Country. It’s so peaceful and relaxing. I’m actually not ready to head back to the city yet.”


As the car followed Route 250 west down the hill and out of Mount Eaton, a team of draft horses plodded down the road ahead, pulling a wagon heaped with hay. A pair of boys wearing suspenders lay sprawled on the top of the mounded hay, chins propped in their hands, bare feet waving in the air.


Behind white farmhouses and dark red barns, the silver blades of an occasional windmill whirled against a sky free of electric wires. Here and there, teams of draft horses moved through the lush alfalfa fields, pulling a sickle bar or drawing a wagon trailed by a hay loader.


Dr. Lehman cranked down his window and let the fresh country air rush over his face. He was still short of breath from the viral pneumonia that had kept him hospitalized the last weeks of his internship. The young man filled his weakened lungs with pure, hay-scented air. The serene stillness from the rolling hills, peaceful streams, farmsteads, and grazing cattle flowed gently into his soul.


“Mount Eaton . . . Mount Eaton,” Phyllis mused, surveying the rolling countryside. “I can understand the Mount part, with the village sitting up on a hill above the rest of the area, but Eaton? Where did that come from, I wonder?”


Elton scratched his head, remembering. “Seems to me I heard a story once about some immigrants moving into the community in the 1800s and stealing chickens. When the thieves were caught eating the stolen fowl, the area became known as Mount Eatin.’ At least that’s what I’ve been told.


“They say those same immigrants carried along the body of a child who had died of cholera along the way,” he continued. “The disease spread. Some folks say around 10 percent of the village’s population died from cholera that year, including James Galbraith, Mount Eaton’s founder.”


“Wow. Quite a history for a little village.” Phyllis studied a barefoot girl kneeling next to a flowerbed, and a woman with a long plain dress and a white kapp gathering diapers off a clothesline. “Well, Mount Eaton seems like a good place to live now, especially surrounded by all these Amish farms. It is absolutely quiet and peaceful here. And that house with the gingerbread trim has character. What if we put the house and office together? Then you wouldn’t have to drive to the office for every little emergency.”


“It’s ideal,” Elton agreed. “Absolutely ideal. But I’m imagining one thing that would make the set-up even better.”


“What’s that?”


“Would you possibly consider being the receptionist and nurse when I open the office?”


“Oh, Elton, I couldn’t do that! I’m a teacher, not a nurse!”


“You’d learn. I’d teach you what you need to know, and you’d be fantastic with the youngsters. And until I build up a practice, we really can’t afford to pay a nurse. Besides,” his voice grew soft, “there is no one I’d rather work with than you.”


“I would really enjoy it if you think I could do it.”


“I know you could, Phyllis. And more than that, your desire to learn, your character, and your pleasant ways mean more than a degree.”


“It would be a treat to be together every day,” Phyllis remarked wistfully, remembering how seldom they’d seen each other during their courtship. While she studied music education at Goshen College, toured with the collegiate choir, and then taught at Honeyville School near the Goshen, Indiana, community, Elton was studying at Chicago College of Osteopathic Medicine (CCOM) in Illinois. School vacations didn’t provide the couple with many hours together either, because Phyllis spent one summer helping missionaries in Puerto Rico, and Elton traveled to Alaska another summer.


Even after they were married, they still had little stress-free time together. In the space of one month’s time, Elton graduated from CCOM and wrote the State Board Medical Exam, the two were married and honeymooned in Pennsylvania, and then Elton began his internship. The newlywed doctor was assigned to night duty in the emergency room for the first month of his internship and as night house physician the following month. Phyllis began teaching that fall, and then their schedules seldom meshed. It sounded like a treat to work side by side in this new adventure.


“I’m willing to try it,” Phyllis declared finally, watching several Amish children pedal their bikes down the country road.


A frisky steed trotted briskly toward them, pulling an open carriage behind. The bearded driver dipped his straw hat in their direction as the Lehmans approached. The bright-faced young woman clung to her infant with one hand and to the strings of her bonnet with the other.


Will any of these people be my patients someday? Elton wondered as they passed black buggies and farm wagons returning from the Kidron Livestock Auction. Would they accept me as their doctor?


Gently, the hills leveled into wide-open fields. Dr. Lehman’s Swiss ancestors chose to settle in the area, partly because the rolling countryside reminded them of their homeland near the Jura Mountains. In the beginning, they called the community Sonnenburg in memory of their European homeland. When the village built a post office and needed an official town name, Elton’s grandfather, William Lehman, and several others wanted to name the village Cheese Factory Town. But they reached a compromise, agreeing to name the tiny town Kidron, because of the small brook flowing through the valley, like the biblical stream near Jerusalem.


Heading north on Kidron Road, the Mercury passed a cart of laughing boys clinging to their straw hats and hanging onto the reigns of their lively horse.


“Hey!” Elton laughed. “My brothers and I used to drive a little cart like that on this very road, hauling milk cans to the cheese factory!”


Phyllis studied the spacious fields, well-kept barns, and farmhouses with manicured yards and brilliant flowerbeds.


“There’s Kidron Floor and Paint, Cousin Bessie and Willis Nussbaum’s business,” Elton pointed. “That’s where I worked during college vacations to help pay my way through school. And on the left is Gerber Poultry.”


Phyllis smiled. She had seen them all before. Elton always got excited when he drove into Kidron. It still felt like home.


“Ah yes, and Kidron Electric. I went to church with the Neuenschwanders who run that business. Good solid Swiss folks. Now here on the left is the Kidron Auction barn and on the square is Lehman Hardware.”


The Comet slowed as it passed the long white buildings of the Kidron Livestock Auction, with endless rows of buggies, wagons, and carts lining the hitching posts. Bearded men in straw hats and dark shirts milled about the buildings. The neighing horses, bawling cattle, and pungent animal scents of the auction signaled the old Lehman homeplace, which lay just around the corner.


And there it stood—the old red barn with the lofty gable window, which six-year-old Elton peered out of one day to discover that the world was larger than the Kidron Village Square. Now he absorbed the once-familiar scenes and inhaled the tangy barnyard scent.


A hundred memories flashed past the doctor’s eyes as he drove in the lane behind the auction barn toward the brown house bordered by colorful flowerbeds. Instantly, he saw his mother with flowers, his 11 siblings, and his parents around a long dinner table, laughing. He recalled Mother’s voice filling the house with hymns, Father’s prayers, their family devotions, Mother reading missionary biographies and nature books and Bible stories, all of them milking cows. The old homeplace filled him with nearly forgotten stories and pictures.


And there on the porch stood Mother, sweet and graceful in her simple dress with a white net headcovering on her graying hair. Between bites of fresh strawberry pie and sips of iced garden tea, Elton told his mother about the struggle he and Phyllis faced in determining where God wanted them to serve.


Sitting on the familiar airy porch, Elton began to sort out his muddled thinking. He was moved by children dying in distant villages for lack of pennies-worth of medicine. But he couldn’t deny this local invitation and the needs of this community. Elton believed God’s hand had gently guided him from his boyhood to this moment.


His mother’s love for plants and the nature stories she read stirred his interest in nature from the beginning. He loved growing up on the farm, surrounded with endless places to explore.


At Sonnenberg Mennonite School, Alvin Jantzi, Elton’s biology teacher, nurtured his love for nature with fascinating field trips and spell-binding lectures. Choosing a major at Eastern Mennonite University (EMU)2 wasn’t difficult. Elton picked biology, hoping to teach, do research, or perhaps enter the medical field.


EMU emphasized Christ’s call to serve, witness, and minister, and in that atmosphere Elton decided to go to medical school. Often, as the sun set, he stood at his dorm window gazing across the Shenandoah Valley to the Massanutten Mountains beyond, imagining himself as a doctor in one of Mother’s missionary stories.


When Father died suddenly of a stroke 10 days before the end of Elton’s freshman year at CCOM, his dream began to crumble. But the young man’s family refused to let his vision die. Elton’s brother Merlin and uncle Silas Lehman helped to pay his tuition bills. Cousin Bessie’s husband Willis L. Nussbaum provided Elton with summer jobs painting barns.


Now Elton had survived med school and his year of internship was coming to an end. He had never thought much about coming back to Wayne County to practice. But the longer he contemplated Dr. Eberly’s invitation to join the Mount Eaton practice, the more he thought God might be calling him to serve in what was fast becoming the largest Amish community in North America.


“Dr. Eberly asked you to help him?” Mother asked, looking at her son with a tinge of awe. It was still hard to think of her farmer boy as a doctor.


“Several of Eberly’s six children are teenagers. He’d like to cut back and spend more time with his family. And he wants to be free to take medical mission trips and work on research projects. He’s so swamped he says there’s plenty of work to keep a couple doctors busy.”


“You’ve decided not to go to Uniontown?”


“The only place available there is a house trailer.”


“So are you feeling settled about Mount Eaton?”


Elton shrugged. His eyes met Phyllis’. “I always thought God was calling me to be a medical missionary, but now we’re feeling more and more like God might want us in Mount Eaton.”


“Well, Son, God will give you a peace about where you are meant to be, and he’ll open the right doors, I’m sure. There’s a ministry serving the Amish in this area. The plain folk need doctors that can understand them and meet their needs. I’ll be praying for the two of you.”


The young couple drove down the country road away from the farm, the sinking sun silhouetting the farms behind them.


“You know, Phyllis,” Elton said thoughtfully, “doesn’t God lead through the advice of parents—and through an inner peace?”


“And through principles in his Word, as well as circumstances,” she added.


“So if they all agree, we can feel certain that we’re doing what God wants. I guess all we’re waiting on now is for the last circumstantial detail to fall in place.”


But as the lights and the smokestacks of the city appeared on the horizon, dreams melted into reality and the Victorian house in the heart of Mount Eaton seemed to vanish in the rear-view mirror.


A short time later, the Bank of Mount Eaton’s board members met to discuss an unusual request.


“Loaning money to a man and a woman who have no assets, and who have the nerve to apply for a loan that will double the debt load they already carry? Ridiculous!”


“Unheard of!”


“Doctors are a poor risk,” another board member declared. “Why, one of the last doctors who lived in that house couldn’t make the payments and went up to the attic and shot himself. I couldn’t advise loaning to a doctor.”


“But the Lehman family has always been known to be reliable folk,” Harvey Nussbaum, the owner of Mount Eaton Grain Elevator, countered. “I know Elton Lehman would pay off the loan and be an asset to the community to boot, if we gave him a chance. I wouldn’t be a bit afraid to loan him the money myself if I had it.”


Mr. Senff, the bank president, sat quietly for a while. “I’ll take your word for it, Harvey,” he suddenly announced. “I couldn’t go against bank policy and lend him the entire $10,000, but what we can’t loan him through the bank, I’ll personally lend him out of my own pocket. I’d like to see the young man given a chance.”


“You won’t be sorry,” Mr. Nussbaum promised.


“It sounds like God wants the country boy to be a country doctor,” Elton smiled as he and Phyllis absorbed the news. Little did they realize that many years later, Dr. Lehman would gratefully return the favor by caring for Mr. Senff’s elderly widow in her last hours, making sure everything medically possible was being done for her.


A ministry awaited Dr. Lehman. The plain people needed doctors who understood and respected their convictions for living simple, separated lives. If the young physician’s first calls were any indication of the future, his life as a country doctor would be far more unconventional and exciting than he had ever imagined.




3.


PATIENTS ON THE FLOOR


“Great and marvelous are thy works, Lord God. . . .” The notes of the piano music floated through the white Victorian house in Mount Eaton square and out the open windows. The last golden rays of sunset shone through the tall living room windows and illuminated Phyllis’ music scores as her fingers flitted across the piano keys.


The door between the living room and office stood ajar. Dr. Lehman busily organized the instruments that had arrived in the mail that day. Carefully, he arranged the shiny scopes, thumb forceps, suture holders, hemostats, scissors, thermometers, scalpels, suture materials, tongue depressors, bandages, jars of gauze, and pill bottles.


My very own practice, he thought incredulously as he glanced around the treatment room. Everything is in order and ready—everything except the examining table, and that should be here any day. His eyes traveled from the hitching posts beyond the window to the chairs in the waiting room. Who will my first patients be? he wondered. And what problems will bring them to my office?


Later that evening, Elton glanced out the window as cousin Bessie’s husband Willis climbed the porch steps. Has my first patient arrived before my examining table? he wondered, noting his friend’s bloodshot eye.


“Come in!” Elton invited, swinging open the porch door. “Looks like you’ve got a problem. What’s up?”


“Oh, I was scraping some old paint at work and a flake got in my eye, and I haven’t been able to get it out,” Willis explained, dabbing at the tears trickling from the bloodshot eye. “It’s been bothering me something awful, so Bessie suggested I come over and see you.”


“I’ll be glad to take a look at it.” Dr. Lehman ushered Willis into the office. “I don’t have my examining table yet, but—”


“Say, I’ll lie anywhere, even on the floor. I know you’re not really set up yet, so I don’t mind a bit lying on the linoleum, if only you can get that miserable flake out of my eye.”


“Phyllis!” Elton called. “I could use a hand. Could you please bring a pillow?”


The doctor knelt beside his first patient, who lay stretched out on the floor with his head resting on a pillow.


“I’ve got a little bottle on the shelf up there that says ‘Ophthaine,’ Phyllis. Can you find it for me, please? By the way, the prefix o-p-h stands for eye,” the doctor explained.


He inverted the bottle of numbing solution over the offending eye and squeezed out several drops.


“Saline eyewash. Thanks.”


The liquid trickled out the corner of the patient’s eye.


“Ophthalmoscope.”


Elton squinted into the instrument and carefully searched the eye that had been rinsed with saline solution.


“The dye, Phyllis, and a needle.”


He lowered the ophthalmoscope and explained, “Willis, I can see a foreign body in your eye. I’m going to try to flick it out with a needle, and then I’ll put a dye solution in your eye that will expose any scratches the flake may have caused. Phyllis, please give him a few more numbing drops first. There. That’ll do.”


Elton flicked lightly with the needle and peered through the scope again. “It’s gone. Phyllis, hand me some antibiotic drops, please. Since your eye is numb, Willis, we’ll put a patch over it to protect it from irritation.”


After neatly taping the patch in place, the doctor helped his patient off the floor. “You’re all set.”


“I can’t tell you how much better that feels,” Willis declared pulling out his wallet. What is your fee, Elton—uh, Dr. Lehman?”


“We’ll be charging $3.50 for office calls, but since I don’t have my examining table yet—”


“Here.” Willis handed Phyllis three bills and two quarters. “Don’t cut the rate for that. I should be paying you time-and-a-half for making you work after hours!”


“Don’t mention it. You gave me summer jobs when I needed them, and I’m just glad to be of service to you if I can. I want my patients to know I’m available if they need me.”


“In that case, you’ll have a successful practice,” Willis declared. “The Amish folks in the area can’t just jump into a car and take their emergencies to a hospital. It will mean a lot to them if they know you’ll be there when they need you. You’ll need to learn to flex your practice to fit the Amish way of life, including delivering babies in their homes.”


“In their homes? In 1964? I don’t think so. I’ve been taught there are proper places to deliver babies, Willis. The hospital delivery room with fluorescent lighting, stainless steel, technology, and trained nurses is the best place for a child to enter the world. Not an Amish home with kerosene lamplight, no running water, or even a phone for emergencies. No, I’m afraid I won’t be doing home deliveries.”


“Well, Doc,” Willis opened the door to leave, “you don’t mind if I call you Doc, do you? Let me offer you some advice. The Amish consider the birth of a child a natural function and not an emergency requiring a hospital call. If you can adapt your practice to fit the lifestyle of the Amish, you’ll have all the patients you can care for. Otherwise, well, there are always barns that need painting!” he ended with a chuckle.


The young physician studied his former employer thoughtfully. I suppose I can learn something from everyone I meet. I don’t have all the answers, but home births?


Willis opened his mouth as if to continue, then closed it. Sighing, he began again. “I may as well tell you what some of the old-timers are saying around town. I’ve heard them say, ‘That new Mount Eaton doctor and the young Apple Creek veterinarian aren’t going to make it in this area. They’ll fold up in a year or two.’” Willis looked the startled doctor in the eye. “But I don’t believe a word of it!” the painter exploded. “Prove them wrong, Doc! But no matter what,” he continued brightly, “you can count on always having one loyal patient.”


“Hmm. I can learn something from everyone I meet,” the young doctor murmured, thoughtfully watching his first patient walk down the porch steps.


“So, are you going to consider doing home deliveries?” Phyllis wondered as she tidied the office.


The doctor faced his wife. “There are proper places to deliver babies, but homes do not fit into that category.” Phyllis smiled at the firm set of her husband’s face. When he made up his mind, she knew better than to try changing it.


“You’ll make a great nurse,” Elton announced as Phyllis penciled $3.50 on the first line of the ledger.


“It’ll be an interesting change from teaching, for sure,” she replied, placing the eye drops and instruments on the shelves.


I wonder what emergencies this office will see in the next years, the doctor thought as he switched off the light in his new office. If the local folks brought their emergencies to the doctor’s office as Willis inferred, serious, even life-threatening injuries could show up in this office over the coming years.


“Lord,” he whispered, breathing a prayer that would be his daily petition for the remainder of his medical practice, “please, give me wisdom to help these people.”


Within days the examining table arrived and patients began flowing into the office on the side of the Victorian house in the heart of town, especially when his colleague Dr. Eberly was making house calls or traveling out of town.


Doc, as his patients called him, gave baby shots, placed casts on broken arms, listened to lungs for signs of pneumonia, and sewed up lacerations from farm machinery wounds. Phyllis answered the phone, scheduled appointments, recorded payments, and handed her husband the instruments and bandages, giving assistance when needed. Once in a while, she transported sick or injured patients to the hospital.


As he went about his work, the doctor often reminded himself: I can learn something from every person I meet. Soon this became his motto. He didn’t have all the answers, he knew. But he could learn something from everyone he met—or at least nearly everyone. Now and then, people seemed to challenge that theory, like the farmer with the kerosene remedy.


Soon after Dr. Lehman hung his shingle, he got a call from a Kidron farmer whose son had injured his hand in a farm-related accident.


“I know it’s probably supper time at your house, but Dr. Eberly’s out of town and my boy has a bad cut on his hand.”


When Melvin Steiner and his son walked into the office, an overpowering odor accompanied them. The boy had been feeding the cows and tore his hand on a hay hook that he wasn’t supposed to be using. The 12-year-old thought it would be easier to throw hay bales to the cows using the hook to pick up the bales instead of his hands. But the cow snatched the bale with its teeth, yanking the hook across the boy’s hand and tearing his flesh.


I can understand a barn smell on the boy’s clothing, the doctor thought. But this is more than a barn odor.


“What do I smell?” Dr. Lehman asked, looking up from the ugly gash he was examining.


“Kerosene,” Melvin replied. “It’s a good thing we always keep a jar of it in the cupboard. Otherwise, I’d be concerned about tetanus.”


“But what does kerosene have to do with the cut?”


“Why, he soaked his hand in kerosene, of course. But Clarence, here, knew he wasn’t supposed to be using the hay hook. ‘Be sure your sins will find you out,’ I told him, and he knows that now. But anyway, after he cut his hand, he slipped down to the shed and soaked it in kerosene. He was in a hurry and spilled it on his clothes, so that’s what you smell. He thought he had to change clothes before he came, but I said there wasn’t time, the way the blood gushed out of that wound the moment he took it out of the kerosene.”


“You soaked the wound in what?”


“Why, in kerosene, of course! It helps the pain and slows the bleeding. Why, we always bathe our wounds in kerosene, don’t you? Besides, it kills all the germs and you don’t need a tetanus shot if you use kerosene. I’m sorry about the smell.”


“I’m not worried about the smell. I’m concerned about all the contaminants introduced to the wound. What made you start using kerosene on your wounds?”


“Why, Doc, it’s a good, old-fashioned Swiss remedy, my grandfather says. Your kin probably used it, too.”


“But, Melvin, the germs! The contamination! I can’t believe this!”


This boy’s going to have a serious infection, I’m afraid, Dr. Lehman thought as he cleaned the wound and tried to rinse every trace of fuel from the laceration. Well, I guess this farmer will learn that there are better remedies than kerosene to use on wounds. And the only thing I’ll learn from him is that some folks believe kerosene has healing properties!


Mr. Steiner watched as Dr. Lehman stirred Dreft laundry detergent into a bowl of warm water.


“What are you planning to wash?” he wondered.


“We’ll be soaking the hand in Dreft to clean the wounds,” Dr. Lehman replied.


“Oh, Doc, you don’t have to worry about the infection. The kerosene took care of all the germs.”


“Let’s do it anyway,” the doctor replied, inwardly cringing at every mention of the filthy fuel. Gently, he lowered the boy’s hand into the warm, sudsy water.


“Now what are you going to do?” the farmer asked a few moments later as Dr. Lehman picked up a bottle of Zephrin.


“We are going to thoroughly disinfect the wound. We want it to heal without infection,” he replied, pouring a generous amount of the liquid all over the mangled hand.


“The kerosene took care of all the germs,” Mr. Steiner insisted and then shrugged and fell silent.


After numbing the site, the doctor carefully sutured the wounds with precise stitches and wrapped them in a sterile bandage, gauze, and white tape.


“I’d like to see him in a week,” the doctor told Mr. Steiner.


“We are going to see a nasty infection when that farmer’s son comes back,” Dr. Lehman told his wife later. “Kerosene, indeed!”


A week later, the father brought his son back. Expectantly, Dr. Lehman peeled back the bandage on the injured arm.


“Hmmm,” he muttered, adjusting his glasses and studying the wound again. “Well, I declare, Phyllis, take a look at this!”


The two stood and stared at the pink skin but found no trace of puss or redness. Instead, the lacerations were knitting nicely.


“Unbelievable. Absolutely incredible!”


The farmer didn’t say a word, but a smile slid across his face. This young doctor was going to learn a few more things yet.


Kerosene might slow the bleeding, reduce pain, and fight off infections, the doctor reasoned when he saw the successful home remedy time after time. But soaking lacerations in kerosene contradicted everything he learned about sterile procedures for treating open wounds.


At CCOM, Dr. Lehman learned the latest medical trends. Regular office hours kept a practice running efficiently. House calls had disappeared with the horse and carriage. And sterile hospital delivery rooms were the safest place to deliver babies, now that hospitals were conveniently accessible to every American.


However, Dr. Lehman soon discovered that his professors apparently had not traveled to Wayne County, Ohio, nor had his patients attended CCOM. Many concepts he learned were better suited for a city practice. Horses and carriages were still part of everyday life in the hills around Mount Eaton, and so were house calls. Those who drove buggies had no ready access to the hospital 15 miles away.


Willis was right, Dr. Lehman discovered. All sorts of emergencies arrived at his office door any hour of the day or night. A youngster showed up on his porch one evening reeking of the manure he had been applying to the field using a horse-drawn spreader.


“My boy was just standing up to fold down his seat when the horse took off and sent him flying across the spreader. He crashed into the beater at the back of the machine. Cut him up pretty badly, too,” the farmer explained.


“I’m sorry for the smell, Doc,” he apologized as he helped his bandaged son out of the door later that night. “But the way it was bleeding, and all, we thought we better not take time to wash him up.”


“I grew up on a farm myself, and the country odor doesn’t bother me at all,” Dr. Lehman assured the farmer.


Since many of his patients had no phone and a trip to town involved a major journey with a buggy, the doctor frequently received letters requesting appointments or health advice.


“Here’s a letter for you,” Phyllis told her husband one afternoon, handing him a scrap of notebook paper.


I was rather excited. I broke out with a rash on my shoulders and back and a few other places. I noticed a few more and some healing up. It is too cold for me to come over. If you think there is anything dangerous, could you please come over or drop me a few lines? Had unusual headache yesterday. You couldn’t drive in our lane. There’s too much snow.


Mattie Schlabach


“You can’t take the words of the Amish folk too literally,” Dr. Lehman cautioned Phyllis, remembering his own early phrasing struggles as a bilingual child who had spoken a Swiss-German dialect before English. “And you’ve got to be very specific in your questions to them. Take the word ‘excited,’ for example. Obviously, she means she’s worried rather than happy about the rash.”


Soon Dr. Lehman realized that Willis was right about the need for house calls. Because the community was not equipped with an emergency medical squad and the 911 system did not yet exist, folks called the doctor when emergencies arose. Where eighteenth-century transportation still existed, it often made more sense for the doctor to jump into the car and rush to the patient’s home than for the patient to hitch up the horse and buggy and travel to the doctor’s office.


One of Dr. Lehman’s first house calls took place the morning a severe thunderstorm passed through the community. A young farmer had been struck by lightning in his barn, a neighbor claimed, and the man wasn’t responding. Could Doc please hurry out to the farm and check on the farmer?


When the bolt of lightning shot through the barn, the farmer dropped his milk bucket and collapsed to the floor. A moment later, he staggered to his feet and then collapsed again. He still lay where he had fallen and he hadn’t moved since, the worried young wife explained to the doctor when he drove into the farmyard.


Dr. Lehman walked into the barn and spotted the young man sprawled on the concrete floor next to the cattle he had been milking moments before. The doctor dropped his bag and knelt beside the youthful farmer. He listened desperately for a heartbeat, but not even the faintest throb traveled up the stethoscope.


The doctor forced himself to face the wife’s anxious eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “But there’s not a thing I can do for your husband. I’m afraid he’s gone.”


“God must have allowed it,” the young widow resigned.


The faith she displayed was typical of the Amish folk, Dr. Lehman discovered as time went on. In the midst of tragedy, they demonstrate a deep, settled confidence that God permits whatever happens for a higher good. Their faith often provides an anchor as they quietly accept the catastrophes that touch their lives.


“Did he have life insurance?” Phyllis wondered when her husband shared the sad story later.


“Oh no,” he replied. “The Amish and some of the more conservative Mennonites don’t carry insurance because they feel it unequally yokes them with unbelievers and shows a lack of faith in God. If they incur large bills, the churches collect offerings to cover them. Take this widow, for example. Her church and relatives will help with the farm work and will support her financially. I’m discovering in my practice that since the Amish have no medical insurance, they don’t run to the doctor with every little ailment. But when they do come, you know it’s urgent.”


“I believe that,” Phyllis nodded, thinking of a farmer who had mangled his hands in a piece of farm machinery.
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