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Eye on the ball

Ophthalmologist 

serves up success  

F
or Eric W. Bligard, MD,

Fort Dodge, Iowa, ophthal-

mology is just one passion.

He is also an ardent tennis

player who has won two

national championships in doubles

in the over-45 and over-50 age

groups. Not bad for a surgeon who

also mixes his vacations with hu-

manitarian work in countries such

as Kenya and Nicaragua.

Dr. Bligard recalled that in his

early teens he loved basketball, not

tennis. Unfortunately, he ended up

rather small for basketball and not

terribly suited for the sport. “I had a

coach once tell me jokingly, ‘You’re

small, but you make up for it by

being slow,’” Dr. Bligard remem-

bered with a laugh. Still, he 

remained on the team into high

school. It was when he began look-

ing for a spring sport that things

took an unexpected turn. When he

approached the baseball coach, he

was told he would have to be better

than some of the others, who were

already practicing the sport year

round, to make the team.

Teaming up

Overhearing the conversation, the

tennis coach steered him in a new

direction. “He said, ‘Why don’t you

come out for the tennis team?’” Dr.

Bligard recalled. “I said, ‘I don’t

know how to play tennis.’” The

coach was not deterred, promising

to teach the young man, who had

previously only played casually with

his father. “The tennis coach said,

‘Come on out, I’ve seen you play

basketball and I think that you

would like it,’” Dr. Bligard remem-

bered. “I did, and by the end of the

tennis season I knew that was what I

wanted to do.” 

During that time, he spent four

hours a day playing tennis outside

in the conducive Los Angeles

weather. As a senior, he was ranked

number four on the high school

team, which had that year won the

LA city championships. “By the time

I graduated from high school I was

good enough to play for the Univer-

sity of Wisconsin in the Big 10,” Dr.

Bligard said. 

Two years later, he was poised to

continue with this when he was ac-

cepted into an accelerated medical

school program that yielded a BA

and MD from Johns Hopkins in five

years. “That ended my college ten-

nis,” he said.

Dr. Bligard didn’t have the op-

portunity take up the game again

until he was in his residency, in New

Orleans. Still, it wasn’t until he was

in practice in Iowa that he was able

to begin competing again. Before

long he was back in the groove.

“The year I turned 38, I managed to

be ranked number one in a five-state

area, both in the open division and

also the 35-and-over division,” Dr.

Bligard said, describing his top rank-

ing in both divisions of the Missouri

Valley section of the United States

Tennis Association, “a kind of inter-

esting accomplishment.”

He credits his movement on the

court for getting him to that point.

“My (junior high school) coach’s

comment about basketball aside, 

I’m fairly quick and have good court

coverage,” Dr. Bligard said. “I move

well at the net and volley extremely

well, I’m reasonably solid off the

ground, and have a decent but not a

big serve.” It is his volley in particu-

lar, he thinks, that has helped him

to rise up the ranks in doubles,

where he has nabbed two national

titles—the men’s 45-and-over hard

court championships in Westlake,

Calif., and the 50-and-over hard

court championships in Santa 

Barbara.

The first of these wins in partic-

ular took Dr. Bligard by complete

surprise. He and his partner were in

the unenviable position of playing

the number one seeds, who hadn’t

lost a match in three years. “We

were huge underdogs,” he said.  

Still, they were able to take the

title in two straight sets, although

Dr. Bligard is quick to acknowledge

that they were fortunate. “The first

set there were no (service) breaks,

and we went into a tie breaker and

managed to get behind 6 to 3 in the

tie break, before we got hot and won

it 8 to 6,” he said. The second set

was even more memorable. He de-

scribed the other team as big servers.

Nevertheless, Dr. Bligard and his

partner managed to get the break.

Then it was Dr. Bligard’s turn to

serve. “My partner had a bit more

experience at that level—he played

on the pro tour for awhile,” Dr. 

Bligard said. “He told me to hit the

biggest kick serves I had, get in tight

to the net and hit the volleys.” 

For three straight points the tactic

worked, putting the underdog team

up 40 love. At match point, how-

ever, things went awry. “The guy 

returning my serve anticipated the

kind of serve that I was hitting and

smacked it right into my partner’s

chest at about 120 miles an hour,”

he recalled. “I walked over to my

partner and said, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t

mean to get you hurt, what do I do

now? He looked at me and said, ‘We

won 3 out of 4 points, do it again.’”

Dr. Bligard took his advice. The

player returning serve, meanwhile,

tried to crack a winner, but hit the

tape, ending the memorable match.  

Humanitarian efforts

Tennis aside, Dr. Bligard also partici-

pates in humanitarian pursuits. This

interest was kindled in his residency,

he recalled, when Dr. George F.

Nardin took a group of young 

doctors down to Mexico. Since then,

Dr. Bligard has been pursuing such

Dr. Bligard’s good court coverage and ability to volley well have helped him
secure two national senior doubles championships, among other titles.

In winning the men’s 45-and-older hard court doubles championship in which
Dr. Bligard and his partner toppled the number one seeds, it ultimately rested on
the ophthalmologist’s service game.

Source (all): Eric W. Bligard, MD
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Physician and son summit

the world-famous peak

C
hristopher J. Rapuano,

MD, and his son, Patrick,

had a different Christmas

than usual last year. 

They spent the day 

climbing Africa’s highest peak, 

Mt. Kilimanjaro.

Dr. Rapuano said that the 

experience was a unique father/son 

adventure for him and Patrick, 22,

who has graduated from college and

is in the process of applying for

medical school. 

“This was the most physically

strenuous thing I’ve done in a long

time, if not ever. I’ve learned I’m up

to that task,” said Dr. Rapuano, di-

rector of the cornea service, Wills

Eye Hospital, Philadelphia. “I also

learned—I know it’s kind of cliché—

that life is short. If you don’t take

time to do special things like this,

you’ll never do them.”

The climb took seven days with

a support staff of 15. That team in-

cluded a head guide, assistant guide,

cook, and 12 porters. The slow climb

was marked by the call of “polay,

polay” in Swahili, which the guides

tell climbers to prevent acute moun-

tain sickness or altitude sickness. If

climbers are struck by altitude issues

from ascending too quickly, their

hike can be cut short, even only an

hour away from the top, known as

the Uhuru summit.

The slow ascent provided Dr. 

Rapuano and his son with a once-in-

a-lifetime experience. It was just the

two of them and their support staff

climbing the mountain by day and

sleeping on the mountain in a tent

by night. 

“When would we ever spend

two-and-a-half weeks together, 

essentially 24 hours a day?” he said.

“Just to be with him—neither of us

are the most talkative people in the

world—but to spend time together

was just incredible.” 

Volunteering at Tenwek Hospital

The story begins with Dr. Rapuano’s

second oldest son’s volunteer work

at Tenwek Hospital in Bomet, Kenya

in the fall of 2013. Through a con-

nection with Wills Eye Hospital,

Patrick was able to work in the 

ophthalmology department at the

hospital under the direction of 

ophthalmologist Ben Roberts, MD.

Patrick helped the hospital modify

an electronic health records tem-

plate and was trained as a surgical

tech. 

He used this training to assist 

at a cataract outreach program in

South Sudan just before the recent

civil conflict began in that country.

“They did about 250 cataracts in

a week there. That was a pretty in-

credible experience for him,” Dr. 

Rapuano said. 

At the end of his two and a half

months of volunteer time, Dr. 

Rapuano joined his son in Kenya

and saw patients, gave some 

lectures, and performed corneal

transplant surgery for a week at the

hospital. The experience was new for

him because of the conditions, he

said. He called himself a “fairly con-

servative person” who is happy to be

in his comfort zone.

by Erin L. Boyle EyeWorld Senior Staff Writer

Mt. Kilimanjaro climb caps

off volunteer trip to Africa

efforts on his own. While he was

hands-on with patients in some re-

gions, in others it was more a ques-

tion of training other professionals.

While in Kenya, Dr. Bligard, who

had brought a portable phacoemul-

sification unit with him to teach the

doctors in Nairobi, found that he

was one of the first to perform 

phacoemulsification in the region.

Other times, it has been a mat-

ter of removing hyperdense lenses in

regions where treatment was diffi-

cult to come by, even for profession-

als. Dr. Bligard recalled the case of a

Kenyan accountant who had lost his

job because of severe posterior sub-

capsular cataracts and was thrilled

by the results of the surgery. “He

spoke good English and I remember

him with his Kenyan accent, with a

big smile on his face, saying, ‘Ah,

this vision is correct,’” Dr. Bligard

said.

Still, he emphasized that his 

efforts here are by no means about

self-sacrifice. He stressed that when

he volunteers he also spends time

exploring what the area has to offer.

“I’m about having a good time and

enjoying myself,” he said. “That 

applies to tennis, it applies to 

the humanitarian efforts, and it 

applies to my career.”  

Currently, Dr. Bligard is where

he wants to be. He recently reached

the milestone of removing his

25,000th cataract. He already has a

humanitarian trip to the Philippines

Eye continued from page 204

Patrick and Dr. Rapuano trek through the rain forest along the Machame route.

Patrick and Dr. Rapuano rest as clouds encircle Mount Meru in the distance.

scheduled. As for tennis, while he

will strive for another title, whether

he wins or not, he will continue to

play. “I love it,” he said. “I will not

quit for sure until my body forces

me to, and it’s hard to know when

that could happen.” EW 

Contact information

Bligard: ebligard@wolfeclinic.com 

continued on page 206
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