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MILITARY NURSING

ENA past presidents 1st Lt. Marilyn Rice, MPA, RN (left) and Lt. Col. Peggy McMahon, MN, RN, CEN (right) join 2014 ENA President
Deena Brecher, MSN, RN, APRN, ACNS-BC, CEN, CPEN, in laying an ENA wreath at the Vietnam Women’s Memorial on Veterans Day.

GUIDED TOURS

ENA Joins Remembrance
at Vietnam Women’s
Memorial With Two
Emergency Nurses Who
Lived and Learned in War
Photos by Jules Clifford
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  ASHINGTON — The
20th anniversary
celebration of the
Vietnam Women’s
Memorial that occurred over Veterans
Day weekend conjured up memories
that nursing veterans Peggy McMahon
and Marilyn Rice won’t ever forget.

Lt. Col. McMahon, MN, RN, CEN,
enrolled in the Army Student Nurse
Program in 1965 while attending the
Philadelphia General Hospital School
of Nursing. In 1968, she was sent to
Vietnam, where she spent a few
months at the 85th Evacuation Hospital
in Qui Nhon in the medical intensive

January 2014

care unit. She spent the remainder of
her one-year tour as an assistant head
nurse in receiving and emergency at
the 95th Evacuation Hospital in
DaNang, where she constantly
witnessed and dealt with mass
casualties — gunshot wounds,
explosions, burns, countless
amputations and more.
First Lt. Rice, MPA, RN, was accepted
into the Army Student Nurse Program in
1968. In 1970, she was assigned to an
air evacuation hospital in Okinawa for
18 months, serving as the assistant head
nurse of the neurosurgical intensive
care, surgical and orthopedic units and
treating thousands of acutely ill and
injured soldiers evacuated from
Vietnam. As a significant number of
military hospitals in Vietnam were
closing, the military air evacuation plan
was reactivated during this time. Two to
four times a week, about 100 patients
were flown to Okinawa 24 to 48 hours
after injuries or becoming ill.
During the last six months of her
tour, Rice was one of the only nurses
in the emergency department, which
also was staffed by four to five
corpsmen. As many as 100 patients
could be cared for per shift. When she
was off duty, she met incoming planes
with air evacuation patients at the
Kadena Air Force Base and triaged
patients before assigning them based
on their condition to one of the several
medical buses available. Some were
assigned to a bus for illnesses, such as
malaria, while others in critical
condition with traumatic war injuries
were assigned to the ICU bus. The
emergency staff was responsible for
processing each evacuation patient
and assigning them to the appropriate
unit in the hospital.
‘‘I would take care of these [ICU]
patients on the way over to the
hospital,’’ Rice said, ‘‘because if I
didn’t, the only one taking care of
these patients was the bus driver.’’
The experiences changed McMahon
and Rice. After serving in the Vietnam
War, McMahon said she felt she ‘‘aged

a lifetime in one year.’’
‘‘I was a very somber person when
I came back,’’ she said. ‘‘I used to be
funny. I don’t think I laughed for a
couple of years.’’
Although the mental images of the
war did not go away and dealing with
the aftermath was difficult, Vietnam
gave Rice and McMahon clinical
experience that helped advance their
emergency nursing careers.
When McMahon returned to the
United States in 1969, she quickly
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Top: Peggy McMahon, circa 1968,
treating a soldier in DaNang, Vietnam.
Bottom: Marilyn Rice, circa 1969.
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Vietnam Memorial
Continued from previous page
discovered there were clinical
procedures nurses could not perform
because they were not authorized by a
state’s Nurse Practice Act, though they
had performed the same procedures in
Vietnam. McMahon had inserted IVs
the entire time she served in Vietnam
but was not allowed to when she
returned to the U.S.
‘‘Knowing what needed to be done
but not being authorized to do it was
frustrating,’’ McMahon said. ‘‘In a
combat situation, everyone is there to
do what is needed to get the job done
for our soldiers, and there were no turf
battles. We were also protected from
liability [government regulation]. When
I came back to the U.S., things that we
could have done in a combat situation,
we couldn’t necessarily do in a civilian
life because of fear of liability.’’
Rice recalled times during her tour

A crowd of hundreds of veterans and civilians gathers across from the memorial site
for a ceremony that included singing, speeches and Vietnam War memories.
when ventilators would break, there
were no supplies and she had to invent
different ways to treat patients. You
had to make the best of what you had,

and you were grateful and did what
you could, she said. Because of Rice’s
experience in Okinawa, emergency
nursing became her specialty when she
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and development.
‘‘I think the experience provided
me with a great deal of confidence in
my clinical abilities and my ability to
manage situations,’’ she said. ‘‘I stayed
in the reserves and retired as
lieutenant colonel after 22 years of
service, so today I continue to use my
military experience and Vietnam
experience in what I do and in my
role as senior clinical editor of JEN and
representing ENA and various groups.
I know the language because of my
military experience.’’

Lifelong Nurses Pay Homage

returned home in 1971.
‘‘I could think of no other place to
work,’’ she said. “Emergency nursing
became my livelihood. When I came
back to the States, EDs wanted skills
that I had honed in the military, such as

starting IVs and drawing blood. These
were things that emergency nurses
were just starting to do in the ED.’’
McMahon believes her experience
provided her with a ‘‘wonderful’’
opportunity for professional growth

McMahon and Rice — both ENA past
presidents — joined 2014 ENA
President Deena Brecher, MSN, RN,
APRN, ACNS-BC, CEN, CPEN, in
Washington on Nov. 11 to lay a wreath
on behalf of ENA at the Vietnam
Women’s Memorial and commemorate
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...towards staff at work is dramatically on the increase, especially in our Hospitals. Verbal
abuse, threats with weapons, cuts, punches, even serious injuries are becoming
everyday occurrences.
The impact on the confidence and morale of staff is damaging and costly and has a
serious impact on the caring and commitment that lies at the heart of the staff/patient
relationship.
Installing an INSTANTalarm 5000

Staff Personal Alarm System will make a dramatic difference
INSTANTalarm does NOT
• track you around the hospital
• use radio-frequency
• rely on unreliable wi-fi
• have a computer controlling it

INSTANTalarm, however, DOES

• let you decide when you need help
• pinpoint your location, to a room
• work instantaneously
• make you and your patients feel safer
• reduce the frequency and impact of violent incidents
Which is why, over 20 years, INSTANTalarm 5000 has been probably
the most widely-installed, staff duress alarm system in the world.
®

205.414.7541
www.pinpointinc.com

Official Magazine of the Emergency Nurses Association

®
PROTECTING
PEOPLE AT WORK

7

Vietnam Memorial
Continued from previous page
Vietnam veterans and nurses who
served in the war.
Veterans and civilians bonded during
the celebration to honor the sacrifice
and courage of women who served.
Students of Forest Park High School in
Virginia and members of the school’s
America’s Club gave a signed letter to
every veteran in attendance thanking
him or her for answering the call to
serve. Numerous visitors placed roses
on the statue and laid wreaths around
the memorial. People gathered to listen
to speakers share their stories about
Vietnam during the ‘‘Storytelling at the
Vietnam Women’s Memorial: In Their
Own Words’’ program.
The experience was moving for
McMahon and Rice. After laying the
wreath, the two nurses saluted and
shared a moment of silence.
For McMahon, the memorial
celebration hit close to home. She
personally knew two of the eight
military nurses who died while serving
in Vietnam.
‘‘It’s very emotional — one of the
nurses was my company commander in
basic training, and the other was my
roommate,’’ she said. ‘‘The memorial
honors their gift and sacrifice.’’
The Vietnam Women’s Memorial is
the first memorial honoring women’s
military service. McMahon was ENA
president in 1987 when ENA became
one of the organizations to provide
support for the memorial. During her
presidency, she was instrumental in the
‘‘The sincerity that’s around and the support you get from
kickoff and fundraising efforts.
others are incredible. The emotions are still powerful and
The sculpture depicting three
overwhelming. . . . Some of the remembrances kind of
women, one caring for a solider, was
wash over you and warm your heart.’’
dedicated on the National Mall in the
Marilyn Rice
nation’s capital on Nov. 11, 1993,
honoring more than 265,000 American
women who served around the world
again 10 years later stirred up the same emotions.
during the Vietnam War. Rice attended
‘‘The sincerity that’s around and the support you get from
the unveiling as the 1993 ENA president-elect. She also
others are incredible. The emotions are still powerful and
attended the 10th anniversary celebration in 2003, presenting
a wreath on behalf of ENA. Returning to place a wreath
overwhelming,’’ Rice said. ‘‘It’s always very emotional. Some
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of the remembrances kind of wash over you and warm
your heart.’’
Rice gets overwhelmed when she thinks about the women
veterans who were unable to attend the celebration.
‘‘There are a tremendous amount of women that the
memorial symbolizes and represents,’’ she said. ‘‘There are all
sorts of women who have served their country in some of the
darkest times and areas. The Vietnam Women’s Memorial isn’t
all about nurses who were stationed in Vietnam. It’s about
nurses who have served in the military around the world.’’
Brecher said she felt honored to attend the celebration with
McMahon and Rice.
‘‘I am humbled to be here on this Veterans Day and to be
able to pay tribute to those nurses and to all our Vietnam
veterans,’’ she said. ‘‘Our country will never forget their sacrifice.’’
In the midst of the celebration, McMahon and Rice embraced,
talked, connected and posed for photos with other veterans,
including Diane Carlson Evans, a former Army nurse and the
founder and chairwoman of the Vietnam Women’s Memorial
Foundation. McMahon also came across several people who
served in the same place where she served in Vietnam.
McMahon looked around at the growing crowd of visitors
surrounding the memorial to pay their respects.
‘‘It’s wonderful to see so many different groups honored. It’s
nice to connect with people who served in Vietnam,’’ she said.
‘‘The whole experience was very powerful to me. It brings
back sad memories of the sacrifices. It’s hard, but I am very
honored and grateful that ENA has supported us and invited us
to participate in the celebration. It’s wonderful that we were
able to attend on behalf of ENA to place the wreath.’’
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