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Eyes Right

Falls Church, VA  -   I am standing 15 ft. above an open chest cavity. I can see the words “Hi” written on the exposed heart.  The surgeon performing the by-pass surgery apparently has a sense of humor to entertain those of us watching in the dome above.  More importantly, he is an incredibly skilled artist working to save a man’s life.
The patient has been on the operating table for slightly over an hour. The surgical team consists of 10 highly trained individuals, each with a skill set necessary for a successful operation.  It is an exhibition of total teamwork.  Whether it be the circulating nurses, the scrub nurses, the anesthesiologist, the perfusionist, the physician’s assistant, or the cardiac surgeon – all are important cogs in what has to be regarded as a minor miracle.
The patient (who is unidentified to us) is a 68-year old male with heart disease.  Without surgery, his life expectancy is minimal.  He is scheduled to receive three coronary grafts to bypass clogged arteries in his heart.   The first step is to retrieve appropriately sized veins from the leg for use in the graft procedure.  Just a few years ago, this involved literally slicing open the patient’s leg to locate and remove the veins. Now it is accomplished in a much less intrusive manner by using a fiber optic endoscope with special bipolar forceps to obtain the veins.  Two nurses are performing this procedure concurrently with the rest of the surgery.
Once the surgeon takes the scalpel to the chest, which, like the rest of the body, is coated in a saran wrap type of material coated on the inside with orange-colored betadine, the procedure moves rapidly.  He then uses an electric saw to cut through the sternum to expose the lungs and heart cavity.  If you blink, you miss this, because it happens very quickly.  The chest is held open with a metal spreading tool to allow unimpeded access. As the operation continues, several hands are often inserted simultaneously into the chest. The two hands of the surgeon are insufficient to perform all of the procedures which must take place for a successful cardiac operation.  

A venous cannula (a type of plastic tubing with a specialized tip) is inserted into the right atrium, and an arterial cannula is placed into the aorta in preparation for placing the patient on the heart-lung machine.  Once the connection is secure, the transfer takes place.  Now it is the perfusionist who replaces the anesthesiologist as the person in charge of keeping the patient alive.  Throughout the operation, the surgeon is simply the “plumber” who is performing the mechanical aspect of the surgery.
The surgeon now dumps a solution of icy medicated slush into the chest opening to slow the heart to a near stop.  This allows him to connect the veins which have been removed from the leg (and sometimes other areas) to bypass clogged arteries in the heart.  It is an extremely delicate procedure involving sewing very small tubing (veins) to even smaller tubing (coronary arteries).  Special curved needles and extremely fine thread are used.  The ability to perform this part of the operation is what separates great cardiac surgeons from good surgeons.  It is a true art form.
In just over two hours, the team has completed the graft procedure.  It is now time to re-start the heart with electric paddles.  The heart jumps back to operation and starts to beat rapidly!   The team now removes the patient from the heart-lung machine and the surgeon stitches up the chest.  The wires holding the sternum together are secured by a special tool which applies torque to bring the chest together.  
The final step simply involves closing the incisions in the chest and the leg.  The patient survived the surgery and will hopefully live a long life.  It is a miracle, and I saw it.
I thought you might like to know.
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