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Miracle Man of the Western Front, a new book by Martin Deranian, is the story of a man who helped invent modern plastic surgery by finding creative ways to restore the faces of soldiers injured on the battlefields of World War I.

The protagonist of this real-life drama is Varaztad Kazanjian.  At 16, he was smuggled out of Armenia to escape imprisonment for distributing pamphlets protesting the oppression of Armenians by the Turkish government.  He arrived at Ellis Island just as a series of massacres began to claim the lives of tens of thousands of Armenians in Turkey.

From Ellis Island, he traveled to Worcester, Massachusetts, then one of the most ethnically diverse cities of its size in the United States. For several years, he worked at Washburn & Moen, the wire mill that employed nearly one-third of the city’s Armenian community.  During those years, he attended evening classes at Dix Street and Belmont Street Schools without missing a single night of school.  Along the way, he began to nurture a dream of being a dentist.  

In 1901, he moved to Boston, and enrolled as a 22-year old freshman at English High School.  A year later, he took—and passed—the entrance exam to Harvard Dental School.  Although he did not have a high school diploma, he was admitted conditionally.  It was not the first time, nor would it be the last, that he would have to prove himself.  

By the time World War I broke out, Kazanjian had married, was chief of Harvard’s Prosthetic Dentistry Department, and had built both a thriving practice and a reputation for treating the most difficult cases.  

This was a new kind of war, fought in the trenches, with deadly new weapons that produced an unprecedented number of injuries.  By the time the armistice was signed, 10 million soldiers had died, and nearly 20 million had been wounded. 

In 1915, Kazanjian accepted a three-month assignment with the Harvard Medical Unit to treat the wounded on the battlefields of France.  Had he been an ordinary dentist, he might have felt helpless.  But he was no ordinary dentist.  Drawing on the dexterity with wire he had acquired as a teenager, his prosthetic work in Harvard’s dental lab, and his penchant for innovation, he devised new ways to reconstruct the faces of soldiers with horrendous facial injuries.     

Three months stretched into three years.  During this time, he met and worked with a veritable Who’s Who of pioneers in plastic surgery.  When he returned from the war, the dentist who had helped created the new field of plastic surgery decided he wanted a medical degree and entered Harvard Medical School.  During the next three years he was simultaneously a medical student, a professor, and a dentist with an active practice.  

Miracle Man covers a great deal of historical, geographical, and medical ground.  It also provides glimpses into the lives and work of some of those who were there at the creation of modern plastic surgery.  

The publication of this book marks the 60th anniversary of the occasion when Martin Deranian, then a young dental student, introduced himself to Kazanjian.  No matter how busy he was—with his family, dental practice, teaching assignments, and community activities—he never stopped collecting stories, information, and artifacts about the life and career of the ‘miracle man.’  In the foreword to the book, Nobel Prize laureate Joseph Murray says, “Dr. Deranian has devoted a lifetime to perpetuating the truly outstanding contributions of Dr. Kazanjian.” 

This book is the culmination of that life’s work.  For readers, it’s an opportunity to meet a man who, while famous in the field of plastic and maxillofacial surgery, is not widely known outside that world.  And finally, in a year when attention has been focused on the medical miracles that enabled ABC anchor Bob Woodruff to come back from serious head injuries in Iraq and reclaim his life and his job, this book serves as a reminder of the amazing feats that 90 years earlier earned Varaztad Kazanjian the title of ‘miracle man of the western front.’

To find out more, visit

www.miraclemanofthewesternfront.com
or

www.chandlerhousebooks.com
