“Machines are not forgiving”: The Loretta & Kurt Sherman Story

By Theresa Whalen-Ruiter

CFA Farm Safety Coordinator

Loretta and Kurt Sherman know first hand the price agricultural producers can pay with their health. From their 250 acre mixed farm of beef cattle, sheep, blueberries and Christmas trees, the couple has weathered more than their share of farm-related injuries.

For Loretta it started in the early 1990’s when she sought off-farm employment as a labourer in a local greenhouse not far from their home in Collingwood Corner, Nova Scotia. The job seemed easy enough for the first few years. However, her troubles emerged shortly after starting work on the soil machine, which required her to fill pots with soil in pace with the machine. After about three weeks she noticed swelling, tingling and numbness in her right wrist. A medical examination and some tests determined her circulation was fine, however she had lost considerable strength in her arms. Unable to continue the greenhouse work, Loretta took a lay-off.

The next year, Loretta took a job at a fish farm. Her duties required scrubbing the tank walls and dipping for fish in the cold water – and it wasn’t long before the pain and inflammation in her arms got worse. Her local rural doctor had been replaced and the new physician ordered a new string of tests that came up inconclusive. By this time Loretta’s arms were in so much pain she couldn’t even brush her hair. Again she was forced to leave her job.

Her next assessment was by a panel of 12 doctors at the Queen Elizabeth II Hospital in Halifax. They recommended cortisone “block shots” in her neck. Each shot gave Loretta pain relief for about two months, which seemed like a fair trade-off for the unsightly purple scars left with each treatment. It still left her right arm bigger than the other, but her overall inflammation was reduced and she could function again.

Anxious to contribute to the family finances, the following year Loretta took a job harvesting blueberries. The 12 hours days were long for a woman pregnant with her third child. Her job was on the back of a mechanical harvester stabilizing the flats while picking-out the debris and piling the full flats. Each flat weighed 10 kg (22 lbs.) when full and Loretta would also help to load and unload the trucks.

Before long the block shots weren’t enough and Loretta’s arm was again swollen and purple. The pain was unbearable. Her local rural doctor had been replaced again and the new physician ordered more tests – this time diagnosing her with Carpal Tunnel Syndrome. The corrective surgery was performed, however it was determined that Loretta’s condition had been left too long and the specialist explained that it had now turned to chronic pain that imitated phantom pain similar to that experienced by some amputees. The block shots were continued in order to provide whatever relief was possible, but constant pain had become the new norm.

Like many self-employed agricultural producers the Sherman’s had no medical insurance and as always, two incomes are better than one. Loretta’s next job was at a lumber mill. On her first day of guiding logs down the milling chute, her hands were so numb and tingly that she didn’t notice until it was too late that a huge log had smashed her hand and ripped her palm open. Loretta’s road to recovery from this incident was long.

When asked where she thought things went wrong, Loretta’s response was that the medical system had failed her due to changing rural doctors, repeated tests, and late diagnosis. However from a farm safety perspective, Loretta’s injuries would have been more effectively prevented on the job site.

“Manage more than just your back!” is the theme of this year’s Canadian Agricultural Safety campaign with a focus on sprains, strains and falls. The yearlong campaign will be launched with Canadian Agricultural Safety Week (CASW), March 12 to18, 2008. The campaign’s goal is to encourage farmers to think through their work and find ways to reduce the risk of sprains, strains and falls. The CASW campaign is delivered by the Canadian Federation of Agriculture (CFA) and Canadian Agricultural Safety Association (CASA) in partnership with Farm Credit Canada (FCC) and Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC). For more information on Canadian Agricultural Safety Week visit www.casa-acsa.ca .

“Carpal Tunnel Syndrome and other Repetitive Strain Injuries (RSI) are a serious health risk to agricultural labourers,” says Bruce Johnson, CASA Chair. “Over the last decade or so, the agricultural industry has become much more aware of RSI and how to prevent it. We are now working hard to put that knowledge into practice to protect the health and safety of our farmers and farm workers.”

RSI is not one diagnosis, but rather an umbrella term for disorders such as Bursitis, Carpal Tunnel Syndrome, Tennis Elbow, Tendonitis, and Trigger Finger. Also known as Cumulative Trauma Disorder, RSI is caused by constantly repeated physical movements, awkward postures, and sustained force, among other risk factors. These repetitive motions damage the soft body tissues (tendons, cartilage, nerves, ligaments, and muscles) that are involved in producing the motion. 

RSI is not a condition that is age specific, however, it is most frequently found in adults of working age, with common symptoms being strains of the hands, wrists, arms, shoulders or neck. Several countries report an RSI incidence of 5-10%, although this could be as high as 40% in specific working populations. 

“Too often agricultural workers feel they have to work through their pain,” says Johnson. “Often all that is needed are some simple changes in the way you do the job, and these ergonomic changes can make all the difference.”

Loretta’s work problems all changed on July 13, 1999 when her husband Kurt Sherman (then 35) got his foot caught in the pick-up of a round baler.  

“A bunch of hay was down and it was looking like rain. I’d had problems with the pick-up on the 4x4 round baler plugging up, but if you pushed it sideways with your foot, it would pull through,” explained Kurt. “I had done it a thousand times before and got away with it - but this time a bunch of the windrow pulled in off the ground and caught my foot.”

“Machines are not forgiving. I tried pulling my foot out, but my heel wouldn’t come out from under the bale. The baler was still operating at full blast. When I realized I wouldn’t get out – I bent my leg around the side of the machine so that it wouldn't get any more of me.”

Kurt then flagged down the man he had hired to rake hay who was working in the same field. The hired man disengaged the baler and opened the door to let the bale out. It rolled over Kurt’s legs and released him.

“If he had not been there, I can’t imagine how long I might have been stuck in that machine,” reflects Kurt. “Luckily my helper had been a First Responder with the local volunteer fire department. When he left to get help he knew to get supplies to keep my fluids up and put a tourniquet on my leg. The Volunteer Fire Department was there quickly, but it took a while for the ambulance to find the field and get back there.” 

Kurt didn’t lose consciousness, but he doesn’t remember any pain. He wasn’t bleeding much because the movement of the belts on the baler had cauterized the wounds as it went along. Oddly, Kurt recalls that he was the calmest person there as he sat quietly on the tire of the baler and waited 45 minutes for the ambulance arrive.

Kurt was in the hospital for two weeks where doctors tried to reconstruct the leg, but it didn’t take. Left with the choice between keeping a foot that would never have feeling or movement and would require several more surgeries, or amputation below the knee – Kurt said, “Cut it off,” opting for a prosthetic foot and ankle with a shock absorber in it.

“A foot lasts about nine months, an ankle two years, and a shock about a year. I had to modify the socket because they don’t make them farm tough, so I reinforce it with a canoe repair kit – does the job. Puts a whole new meaning to ‘on-farm’ repairs!” says Kurt. “I have two nephews aged 20 and 22, and when we go walking in the bush, they can’t hardly keep up!”

“My message – there’s no point in cutting corners on safety and hurrying because it costs way more in the long run,” says Kurt. “Fine words of wisdom from a one-legged guy, isn't it? Let the hay get rained on - it’ll cost less then your leg. And if something does happen to you, then hopefully you can come out the other side alive and a better person – and do some benefit for someone else.”

Kurt and Loretta like to keep things simple now. They work together on their farm, along with their two sons and daughter. The pace is a slower than the bigger operations, but they know what they are doing and can help each other get the work done safely. 
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