Bernard Bowen

by Diana Hardin
     Bernard Bowen’s Bible sits on his sofa, and in it there is a green satin bookmark nestled between the two well-worn pages that surround Micah 6:8.  He has showed you, O man, what is good.  And what does the Lord require of you?  To do justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.  I asked him if this was his favorite verse.  He said, “It’s my philosophy.”  And it summarizes Bowen’s life.  

     He was born in Madison, TN to parents who came from Mississippi; however, he lived in many places over the years, including Georgia, Mississippi, Texas, and California, where he obtained his nursing degree.  The hospital in Paradise Valley, CA where he was working trained him in anesthesia, and he liked it, so he moved to Alaska to continue working in the field.  He eventually went to a school of anesthesia in Chicago, and became a member of the American Association of Nurse Anesthetists.
     As an SDA, though, Bowen experienced difficulty with Sabbath observance and began searching for a school of anesthesia where Adventists could attend and still keep the Sabbath.  In addition, he was looking for an Adventist wife.  Several physician friends at Madison Hospital told him “If you come up here and take charge of our school we’ll find you a nice Adventist woman.”  So in September of 1950 he moved to Madison, but he told me, “When I got there I found out they didn’t have a school—they had an idea.” Bowen took that idea and turned it into a reality.  He began the Madison College School of Anesthesia with two students, and they met under a tree.  In 1963 they were given a room in the current hospital building.  And in 1980 the school changed its name to the Middle Tennessee School of Anesthesia.  When asked what he thinks about our current school of anesthesia, Bowen said, “It is the best school in the world.”  And Bowen would know, as he’s studied anesthesia on several continents.  
     Working at Madison Hospital with Bowen was a young lady named Dolly.  She sat in with him on all of his classes.  “She soaked up the information just like the other students,” said Bowen.  She began going with him on calls.  In December of 1950 Bowen was visiting his mother in Texas for the holidays.  He recalls, “She said ‘I kind of like that Dolly girl,’ so I decided I’ll just go back up there and marry her.”  Dolly was visiting her own family in Morristown, TN.  Bernard called her and asked her if she’d marry him.  She told him, “You come up here and we’ll talk about it.”  Bowen said, “I tell people the rest of the story is that when I got there she had the license and the preacher!”  Although that’s not entirely true, it is pretty close.  Being a holiday, they had no way to get a license; however, it just so happened that the judge was a friend of Dolly’s family, so he opened up the courthouse, got them a license, and they got married.  The Bowens raised two foster children: Rita, who lives in Alexandria City, AL; and Mary, who lives in Monterey, TN.  Dolly passed away in 2003.  “She was a remarkable woman,” he said several times during our conversation.
     Bowen spent years accompanying physicians to countries such as Thailand and Africa as an anesthetist, and wherever he went, Dolly was right by his side.  “She made sure we had something to eat,” recounts Bowen.  “Everyone loved her cooking.”  There is a map in the hall of Bowen’s apartment that has pins marking all of their travels.  There are pins all over Europe, Asia, Africa, and North and South America: “It was a dream of Dolly’s to visit the capitals of each of the 50 states.”  Bowen also has an impressive collection of walking sticks from his travels.  Some of the most beautiful were made in Cambodia, Zambia, and Singapore.  

     Bowen’s own walk has taken him many places.  And he loves to tell stories of his life, his work, and his travels.  I asked Bowen if he thought the Lord was going to come soon.  He said, “My mother thought the Lord was going to come in her lifetime, but it really doesn’t matter when He comes, because we have to be ready.  When we die, He will be the first person we see when we wake.”  If you know Bernard Bowen, you are truly blessed, because he is a man with an interesting and inspirational history.  If you don’t, that’s easy to change.  Simply ask him about his favorite verse, his favorite girl, or his favorite walking stick.  Before you know it hours will have passed!  
