Amputee Angels
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Burke, VA   -  Have you ever met a “real-life” angel?  Today I talked to two.  Both look and speak like normal individuals, but their soft-spoken, self-effacing manner masks their saintliness.  They are indeed older Americans whose main mission in life, other than tending to the needs of their children and grandchildren, is to assist, and provide hope for, the wounded warriors at Walter Reed Army Medical Center (WRAMC).
Their names are Thomas and Eleanor Porter.  He goes by Tom, and she prefers to be called El.  Tom served in the Army in Korea, and gave up both of his legs in the process.  It happened on July 18, 1953 when Tom stepped on a Chinese “shoe bomb” – one of the anti-personnel mines scattered throughout the terrain on that dangerous peninsula.  Much of his right leg was blown off, and when he came down, his left leg hit another mine and was also blown away.   He met El when he was a patient at Walter Reed and she was a physical therapist.
Tom came home a double amputee, but, through years of hard work and excellent medical care, learned to live with prosthetic devices on both legs.   When I first met him in the early 1980’s in church, I had no idea that his legs had been amputated.  He walks slowly, but in a suit, there is no noticeable limp.  
Now that their five children are grown with their own children, Tom and El drive each Tuesday and Thursday the 20 miles north through DC traffic to WRAMC to visit soldiers returning from the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan with terrible injuries.  Over 750 soldiers, including several females, are amputees.  Some are facing not only the loss of either both lower limbs, or both arms, but also terrible other life-threatening injuries to the brain and/or vital organs.  Tom’s message to them is both inspirational and uplifting.  As he puts it, “Once they see that an old codger like myself has made it over 50 years as a double amputee, they have hope.”  

They also visit all the wards and the intensive care units to speak with patients and their families to find out if they need assistance.  Tom and El have become experts in directing those in need to appropriate agencies and programs, such as the Fisher House, where dependents and relatives of those hospitalized at Walter Reed can stay free while tending to the needs of their loved ones.  So many of the wounded are from areas far from Washington, DC, and are longing to have those from their homes to come to be with them.  Fisher House provides that service.
Each visit El brings dozens of home-baked cookies to patients at WRAMC .  She says that the soldiers refer to them as “Lutheran cookies,” because volunteers from three different Lutheran churches here in northern Virginia bake them each week.  The cookies are extremely popular.  More importantly, Tom and El bring their ears to listen to what the soldiers are telling them, the stories, the heartaches, the joys, the depression, the whatever is on the mind of someone who has suffered terrible injury.  But the rewards are also there. Tom and El have been invited to several weddings, they have celebrated birthdays, and, probably the most important event for many, they have celebrated “Life Day” with so many soldiers.  Life Day is the yearly anniversary of the day on which the soldier was “almost killed.”  Rather than focusing on the injuries and the trauma, the soldiers prefer to celebrate on their Life Day each year the fact that they could have died on some dusty roadside in Iraq, but instead were somehow miraculously saved.

It takes an angel to do what Tom and El do all day long twice every week.  In this era of the Me-Generation, we can certainly use a lot more such angels.  God bless them.
I thought you might like to know.

E-R

