Rotary Report
by Jodie Cook


On April 19th 1995 the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City was destroyed by a massive home-made bomb at 9:02 am, in what would later be called the Oklahoma City Bombing.


At that time Highlands Rotarian, Dr. Bob Buchanan, lived and practiced plastic surgery in Oklahoma City and was one of the many doctors who dropped what they were doing and dashed to area hospitals to tend to the injured. The following is his story as told to the Rotary Club of Highlands.


The Alfred P. Murrah building was built like many other federal buildings of its time: a place for work, play and civic organizations. Located downtown, near I-40, there were five hospitals within a mile and a half of the building in a city of about nine hundred thousand – large but small and familiar enough that it seemed everyone knew each other - an innocent city.

By 9:02 a number of patients had arrived at Dr. Buchanan’s office some five miles from the Murrah Building when an explosive noise shook the patients and office. A television was found and turned on. Within minutes local media was reporting a devastating explosion at the Murrah Building believed to be caused by a gas line and that the building had collapsed as would the Twin Towers in New York City some 6 years later.

Dr. Buchanan closed his office and headed toward the hospitals, as did other doctors. As with 911 the entire city mobilized immediately, hospital emergency drills prepared everyone well. Emergency crews began digging survivors from the building debris. Triage units and a morgue were setup at the site and doctors began treating and sorting the injured then transport took them to the hospital of specialization that the patient required. 

A large number of the injured and dead were children – there had been a day care nursery in the Murrah Building and across the street in the YMCA. Charles Porter, a utility company employee, took a photo of firefighter Chris Fields emerging from the rubble with infant Baylee Almon, who later died in a nearby hospital, which quickly became a symbol of the attack. This photo would later earn a Pulitizer Prize.


Arriving at a hospital Dr. Buchanan was immediately assigned to an operating room where a team of doctors were working on a woman first thought to be dead until she moved while being placed in a body bag. An employee break-room with a large plate glass window faced the Murrah Building; there she had taken the full blast of the plate glass - razor sharp projectiles.

Doctors worked to stem bleeding, repair wounds as Dr. Buchanan worked to reconstruct the face and torso of this former high school home-coming queen in the first of almost 30 operations, 35 units of blood, trauma caused by her husband divorcing her midway through her reconstruction and a friendship with Dr. Buchanan culminating in her complete recovery. 

By mid afternoon the treatment or resolution of those injured had been completed and the inventory of damages began. In all 168 people died including 19 children and 1 rescuer, ranging in ages from 3 months to 73 years and over 800 people were injured. Over 300 buildings were severely damaged leaving thousands homeless and without a workplace. In the days following the blast over 12,000 people would have participated in relief, rescue and medical operations.



A memorial was later constructed on the site of the Murrah Building. Near the reflecting pool is the Survivor Tree – a century old tree that survived the growth of Oklahoma City and the bombing. The entrances to the memorial are arches at either end which have the inscription 9:01 on one and 9:03 on the other – 9:02 is the area with 163 empty named chairs arranged where those in Murrah died.
