Death and disaster
Putting the pieces together
	BY JAN COTTINGHAM
Arkansas Times
July 10, 1998
	

	
	VERNIE FOUNTAIN: Talks to students who might have to deal with a disaster along the New Madrid fault someday.


Vernie Fountain isn't jolting when he tells the 50 or so students at Arkansas Tech University that "it takes a certain cut of cloth, if you will, to work with mass fatalities."

Fountain well understands the risk of an ill-timed joke. Fountain is the founder of Fountain National Academy of Professional Embalming Skills in Springfield, Mo. On this Friday before Independence Day, 

he's giving a three-hour presentation at Russellville on "Issues Regarding Mass Fatality Disasters."

Fountain acknowledges that "it's kind of an unpleasant thing to think about death just as we're beginning the Fourth of July weekend." He then proceeds to do just that, complete with color slides, mostly of various bits of human remains. Some are detached feet and arms; some pieces are so unrecognizable Fountain refers to them only as "human tissue."

Fountain's is the last segment of a five-day symposium on "Principles and Practice of Disaster Relief and Recovery," held at Arkansas Tech and sponsored by the Federal Emergency Management Agency. The topics have included terrorism, response to chemical fires and hazardous materials and FEMA's role in relief and recovery efforts.

Those attending are mostly students majoring in emergency administration and management or response professionals seeking continuing education credits.

Before Fountain's presentation begins, snappy music fills the dining hall, chilled to sweater level by the efficient air conditioning. Behind me someone says "I want to be frozen when I die." Others in the fluorescently bright room appear to be trading quips, laughing nervously.

When Dr. Mary Ann Rollans, dean of Tech's School of Community Education and Professional Development, warns the audience that Fountain's presentation includes some graphic photos, a disembodied voice says, "cool." The bravado doesn't last long.

Fountain begins by defining a disaster (any event that overtaxes the community) and stating the obvious: "Death is difficult to deal with." And then he tells the -- mostly young -- men and women why they're there on a holiday weekend about to view pieces of humanity: 'Our efforts, if done properly, will improve the quality of life for the living."

Mass disasters - explosions like the 1995 bombing in Oklahoma City, earthquakes, plane crashes and the like - often result in major body trauma. Fountain's slides lean heavily toward the aftermath of airplane crashes and are greeted by a few quiet gasps.

He matter-of-factly, but not callously, discusses not just the sights of a disaster but the smells, particularly during summer, using the 1985 Mexico City earthquake as one example. Decomposition causes problems, but even the freshly dead smell when their intestinal tracts are ruptured.

Fountain points to the obvious: "Death is difficult to deal with."

Fountain recites a series of grisly calculations. In one California plane crash, the biggest body part found weighed less than four pounds. In another air crash, disaster specialists initially recovered only 3,000 to 4,000 pounds of human tissue, but careful excavation and sifting of the earth around the crash site yielded another 5,000 pounds.

"One of the difficult tasks for a mortuary team is determining what is charred human tissue and what is maybe a burned [airplane] seat," Fountain says.

A plane crash reduces one 6-foot-tall man to a 4-foot-long block of flesh.

The slides and the macabre computations aren't gratuitous. Fountain wants to display to the students what they'd be confronting in a mass fatality disaster. Not everyone can handle what he calls "the most unpleasant work that you can deal with."

Over and over he emphasizes two points: Every body part recovered is a link to identifying the disaster victim, and respect for the dead translates into respect for the living.

"The need to recover, identify and return the dead to their families is of critical importance," Fountain says.

At 48, Fountain, slender, handsome and well dressed, looks more like a banker than an embalmer. And while his manner is sensitive and serious, it's far from lugubrious. He displays no unctuous mortician style. There's only a hint of a sigh when Fountain deplores the human reluctance to confront death and tells the students that "I've spent all my fife being the guy no one wants to do business with."

"People in general joke about death," he says. "I don't think there's one dead joke I haven't heard." Yes, there's humor at a disaster site-humor helps relieve the stress-but it's cautious humor, Fountain says. "The world is watching."

In this room today, earnestness and compassion fill the faces, not disgust or morbid fascination. Fountain tells an anecdote about the thoughtfulness a mortuary team exhibited to a widow after a plane crash.

On their wedding night, as a joke, a bride had painted her husband's toenails while he slept. He was amused and kept the polish on. The groom died shortly afterward in an air disaster. The woman told recovery workers that her husband could be identified by his red nail polish.

Once her husband's mutilated body was recovered, the bride- now widow - insisted on seeing it. The mortuary team used a sheet to cover everything but the husband's red-painted toe. The widow sat in the viewing room for an hour, gazing at the single toe protruding from the sheet.

"That did her more good than anything they could have done for her," Fountain says. "She had a specific meaningful need that was met. That's what we're trying to accomplish, is help these people through this very trying and emotional nightmare."

"It is inherent with us the need, to say goodbye," he says.

Fountain closes with no upbeat message but with "food for thought": Government needs to return to planning for a massive earthquake along the New Madrid fault that runs through Arkansas into Missouri and Southern Illinois, a quake that could leave thousands dead.

"Don't freak out if you ever hear the words mass burial," he says, apparently meaning to comfort. "Mass burial is not as bad as it seems."

Everyone files out of the room very slowly.

