How I found the clinic

I realize that having an online journal of sorts (a "blog" for those of you into the web slang) is pretty technologically advanced for me, so before I even begin I have to give credit to Eric Singley for coming up with such a great idea. I've been reading his blog for several months and getting a big kick out of it and now that I have my very own spot on www.singley.org, I'm very excited. 

 So here's the background on why I'm going to Bolivia for my very last summer vacation:

Last fall my old roommate, Simone, talked to her friend Ethan's mom about a clinic she helped set up in rural Bolivia. Simone immediately decided that I should go, and as soon as she told me about it I decided she was nuts. After all, spending the summer in South America doesn't exactly scream "Katie Bates." But after realizing that the clinic fit pretty much everything I wanted to get out of my summer--clinical experience, learning Spanish, and traveling--I started thinking about it seriously. And then while watching Survivor one night in January, I decided that I really wanted to do something different and adventurous at some point in my life. Strange? Yes, but it works for me. My friend Ben from med school decided to come along as well, so I'll have some company.

Answers to the top 10 questions you want to ask me right now:

1. I will be staying either out at the clinic or in Santa Cruz with Douglas and his family. Douglas is the Bolivian doctor who set up the clinic, works there on weekends and coordinates other volunteer doctors. I met him and his wife last week in Chicago and am really excited about spending the summer with them because they're so nice!

2. No, I don't really speak Spanish, yet! I have been studying it a bit on my own and Douglas's wife, Chemita, has promised to teach me if I speak to her sons in English. And they say immersion is the best way to learn.

3. The weather won't be as hot as you think it will be--it's winter in Bolivia which is about as far away from the equator as Cuba is. Santa Cruz is in the lowlands, so the temperature there will be in the high 70's, low 80's during the day. The temperature can get down to the 30's in the mountains which hopefully Ben and I will get to experience during our travels.

4. I will be there for 6 weeks: July 2-August 12.

5. I had to have 3 shots (yellow fever, hepatitis A, standard ol' flu shot) along with an oral typhoid immunization and oral anti-malarial medication.

6. Yes, my parents are okay with me going to Bolivia. It took some getting used to, but they read that it's the safest country in South America and since it was good enough for Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, it's good enough for me. I knew we were all set once Dad started calling me Olivia Bolivia!

7. The clinic serves 25,000 people and is staffed by a nurse during the week. Douglas and other doctors come out on the weekend.

8. No that's BOLIVIA--not Belize, Bogota, Barbados, Bermuda, or any other exotic place starting with a B.

9. No, Ben and I are not really married, dating, or anything of the sort. Lonely Planet recommended that single travelers make up a spouse and children in order to avoid long conversations with Bolivians about how to solve their "problem" of being unmarried, but since we're traveling together, we figured it would be easier to just have a sham marriage. So I'm Katie Bates-Bassin for the summer. Haven't decided on how many kids we have, boys or girls, names etc. yet, but if we get bored and figure it out, I'll let you know.

Who’s who in the Villarroel family (as of July 2002)

DOUGLAS is the Bolivian endocrinologist who helped set up the free clinic in Palacios which is about 1.5 hours northwest of Santa Cruz. He practices in his own clinic and the hospital in Santa Cruz during the week and goes out there on weekends. In his spare time, he writes a health column for the national newspaper's weekly magazine that covers all sorts of topics including his family's medical experiences, the relationship between doctors and patients, and of course the first malpractice suit in Bolivia which was just recently filed. I want to work on my reading skills so I can read his columns because they sound very interesting. I have not sat in on an appointment with him yet, but Jennifer says that he is a wonderful doctor so he should be a good example for me (if I can understand what he's saying). He credits his values as a physician to his experience as a patient from age 12 on--I think I mentioned before that he has had a kidney transplant. I am not quite sure how he does it all but I am trying to figure it out!

CHEMITA is Douglas's wife and my Spanish teacher. While telling Jennifer and me about how he and Chemita met, Douglas described her as someone who takes care of everyone she meets and that has certainly been my experience! She got up twice last night to come into put blankets on Jennifer and me because she was so concerned about the cold. 

 DANIEL is Douglas and Chemita's 13-year-old son. He has been on vacation from school this week so he's been home all day. He has a drum set in his room and practices every day along with songs that are currently on the radio. The one condition of my Spanish lessons from Chemita is that I speak to Daniel in English to help him learn. He has a good grasp on English based solely on his experience with all the Americans who have lived with the Villarroels in the last several years!

DIEGO is the 17-month-old baby who just got back from the hospital. He was born three months prematurely and weighed only 1.7 pounds at birth, so needless to say he is an especially treasured member of the family. His health is pretty fragile and he's just a tiny little thing, but he's very cute.

JENNIFER is the internal medicine resident from Northwestern. She arrived two days before me and will be here for three weeks total. She is in her 2nd year at Northwestern and also went there for medical school. Jennifer speaks Spanish very well, having lived in both Spain and Costa Rica. She also writes freelance articles on medicine for the Washington Post, so I am surrounded by physician-authors this summer! She has been working at the public hospital in Santa Cruz which has been interesting for her (refer to papaya story below). On Saturday she and I are moving out to the clinic in Palacios, a rural area, for a week. The bad news is that we won't have the internet out there, so brace yourselves for the lack of daily updates for a while.

NICO and MAXI are the housekeeper/cook and nanny for the Villarroels. Having household help is pretty standard here for what would probably correspond to the middle class in America. They are very much a part of the family but it is strange for me to have someone else clear the table and make the beds! 

Impressions of the clinic after my first week there

PLACE: the clinic is located outside of the village of Palacios consists of a school (60 students), a church, a doctor's office (not free like our clinic) and a few homes clustered together. The clinic sits on about 25 hectares of land which I would describe as being a grassland for the most part--tall grass and some trees. There are small forests of palm trees and other exotic species nearby too. Really, the best way to describe it is in the middle of nowhere. It's probably a 45 minute drive from the main highway--all dirt roads. Once we got out there I understood why the condition of the road was a big issue--10 inches of mud is a force to be reckoned with! 

Right now there are two buildings at the Centro Medico: the clinic itself and the house. Both buildings were designed by Douglas's sister-in-law and they're beautiful. The clinic has two basic exam rooms, one meeting room and one room that can be used for exams or for an inpatient. For most of the week we only used 2 rooms but this past Sunday we had 5 doctors onsite so they were all occupied. There's a little pharmacy and a front desk area with a computer (internet access as soon as they get a phone line out there!). The house has a great screened in porch that wraps around all four sides--I think when they have a lot of people working out there they end up sleeping in hammocks on the porch. Inside it has a main room with a kitchen, dining table, and sitting area with a TV. There are two bedrooms and a bathroom and so overall it's really quite cushy. There were a bunch of bugs (some of them big but not HUGE) and it gets very dusty but that's really then only sense in which we were roughing it. This week they're starting construction on an addition to the clinic which will contain more exam rooms, a lab, and an opthamology something or other.

PEOPLE at the CLINIC

We had quite the crowd out there this week, and only Jennifer and I spoke English:

MARIA is the nurse extraordinaire--perfect for a clinic set up by Douglas. She literally never stops working but is always so sweet and nice. People call her Doctora de Corazon -- Doctor of the heart! She is probably in her late forties/early fifties and her children are grown. They live in Santa Cruz and she keeps a house here, so she comes into the city every week for her two days off (Monday and Tuesday). She doesn't speak any English yet but will be coming to the US in August for 3 months to learn. She's a little nervous! Since there isn't normally a doctor out there during the week, she sees everyone and refers them to Santa Cruz or asks them to come back if there's something she can't handle. She's very capable and has taken it upon herself to start a pap smear campaign for the local women (by the way I did not have to do any pap smears last week) in addition to the weekly health classes she conducts for teenages and for women. She's pretty amazing.

ANTONIO is the caretaker of the clinic. His family has worked for Douglas's family in the past and he himself has worked at the clinic even before there was a building there. Antonio has his own room and bathroom connected to the main house. He's probably in his late fifties and does most of the cooking and general fix it stuff. He's a character--loves his soap opera at night and stayed up all night Saturday cooking for the big party Sunday. He takes care of ROGER, a friend's son who he has taken in because money is tight for his family which lives in Palacios. I think Roger is 14. 

PATIENTS: There are a lot of them and then come from all over! Every little pueblo (village) seems to have a doctor but they all charge for their services, so people will come a long way for free care. On the way back I found that one of the places they come from is a half hour drive away just to give you an idea. They are mostly farmers, and as Douglas put it "they are very poor but rich in children." Many have never seen a doctor before in their lives. I think about 40% of them came in with "dolor de huesos" (pain in the bones" or back/hip pain, and they ended up going home with ibuprofen or Tylenol. In sharp contrast, we saw a lot of other people who were really sick: Jennifer thought the first patient we saw had leschmeniasis because her legs were massively swollen, one girl's tonsils were as big as golf balls, another woman's carotid artery was so large that you could see it pulsing from 3 feet away. Lots of parasitic infections and weird skin things--luckily there's a dermatology reference book at the clinic so we tried to match pictures up with patients' appearance. Also interesting is that since you can buy all medicines without a prescription here, people had been self-medicating in bizarre ways: one old couple came in because the woman had back pain and they told us how he had given her ampicillin shots. Go figure that it didn't work! (we gave her ibuprofen of course) 

 As a resident trained in the US where we send people to the lab for anything and everything, Jennifer had to do some serious adjusting in her diagnostic style. If someone really needs some kind of test or treatment and can't pay for it (which is most of them), Douglas pays for them to come to Santa Cruz and go to see one of his physician friends. Many doctors here don't educate their patients at all about what's going on with their health, why certain tests are important, etc. Jennifer talked with one patient who'd had a biopsy done but couldn't afford to pay for the pathologist to read it, so his sample had just been sitting in his son's refrigerator. Another patient came to the clinic just to see the American doctor but neglected to bring all the labs that she had done already, expecting that Jennifer could figure out her problem without seeing them. We definitely had some people coming in just for the novelty of the American doctor--one guy showed up with a list of 12 problems which he had seen 12 doctors for but he wanted Jennifer to give him a second/third/fourth opinion on all his lab results. She was pretty frustrated since obviously he has the money to see ´physicians and therefore should not be using our clinic, so she picked one problem--a very obvious diabetes diagnosis that he didn't believe--and sent him on his way. 

 Doctors in general, and Americans especially, are worshipped in the clinic. It took me a while to get used to always being watched by kids or adults because it's rather unnerving! I felt pretty unworthy of the attention, especially because I think most of them thought I am already a doctor. The good side of them looking up to gringoes is that everyone is very patient with my clumsy attempts at Spanish. I definitely made a lot of progress during the course of the week. At the beginning I saw patients with Jennifer and didn't understand most of what they were saying, but by the end of the week I was asking them about their primary complaints at the front desk and helping Ben take histories. I took a lot of blood pressures and temperatures during the week. Ben and I also got to practice our physical exam skills on a patient and willing patient population which was nice. I'm sure they felt like they were receiving even better care since two or three people were examining them! 

 Patients are also very willing to have their pictures taken which is great for us. Jennifer took a lot because she will be giving talks to Loyola and Northwestern medical schools when she gets back in the hopes that both will set up a program to send their residents down to the clinic, which would be great because then there would be a doctor there all the time. One day I was taking pictures of the buildings and people waiting around, and two patients came up and offered to saddle up their horses for a picture (that's how a good number of them come to the clinic). Of course after I took their picture, I had to get up on the horse for a picture too!

I don't know the exact breakdown, but women definitely come to the clinic more than men or children. Jennifer basically would do a quick full physical on every patient she saw, and for the women she included a breast exam. This was completely new for all of them, and word spread quickly--by the end of the week she had a lot of patients coming in complaining of breast problems so that they could get the exam! The kids were definitely my favorites though--I think pediatrics is at the top of my list of possible specialties for the moment.

Ben weighs in on Bolivian parties, markets, and driving

Hey everyone, it's Ben. This is my first and perhaps only (depending on Katie's mood) guest appearance on the website. Well, Katie usually does a pretty good job of filling everyone in on all of the details of our daily adventures, so I won't even pretend that I can live up to her standards. 

 Today was quite the day. It began for me by trying to clear the cobwebs out of my head after our first night of partying in Santa Cruz. Katie was much more disciplined last night than I was and therefore woke up about 2 hours earlier than I did this morning. Let's just say that going out on Friday night in Santa Cruz is like a Michigan tailgate with 10,000 people that goes until 4am. They call Friday nights "La Noche de los Solteros" or the "Night of the Single People" in English. Just about everyone who is single in Bolivia seemed to be out last night in Santa Cruz. We went out with a friend of mine and his girlfriend and we spent most of the time just oogling at the neverending masses of people all over the streets and in the clubs and bars. People drive their cars down to this one area of S.C. and then just park in the middle of the street or all over the sidewalks and then crank up their stereos and start drinking. It was pretty entertaining. 

 So after I recovered this morning, Katie, Chemita and I headed out to the "Feria." I'm not really sure how to describe it. Imagine the dirtiest Sam's Club you have ever seen, put it on steroids until it's 20 times it's normal size, make the aisle so narrow that no "big gringos" can fit down them, and then add about 5,000 people and you might have something that approaches the "Feria." Chemita bought a new table and chairs there for the kitchen and Katie and I spent most of the time feeling like giants (I'm only 5' 10) among the throngs of smaller Bolivians. There were hundreds of booths where merchants would sell their wares. But then there were really random people. Like the women who walk around and sell pieces of cake from these gigantic torte cakes they have baked. And the mobile chalkboard guys, who walk around with chalkboards and dry-erase boards strapped to their backs, trying to sell them. Apparently, Katie and I fell for it, because we bought a dry-erase board for the clinic. On the flip side, there are tons of poor people with their little children and babies begging for money. It's hard not to give, but there's so many, you can't give to everyone. And of course, Katie and I looking the role of the Americans, were approached more than usual. Apparently, they weren't informed that we're medical students and have no money. The experience of the "Feria" was definitely pretty overwhelming, not to mention sensory overload. 

After we returned from the Feria, we headed back out to a birthday party. Niko's (the woman who cooks and cleans for the Villarroel's) daughter turned 4 today. So we headed out to Niko's sister's house way out in the campo. The party was fun (I'll get to that in a minute) but I think driving there and back was more of an experience for me. I think Katie told you before about the complete anarchy in Bolivia when it comes to driving. No rules, laws, traffic signals, lanes....nada. So here I am in a Ford Explorer (nice truck, feels like a tank compared to all of the little cars in Bolivia) with Katie in the front seat and 4 little girls in the back (Douglas' nieces) sans seatbelts, yelling Shakira songs in Spanish and trying to hop into the front seat with us (it has to be every kid's dream to ride in a car with adults who can't understand them and don't know how to yell in their language). Now, I remember in high school when we all took drivers ed, there were a few important points we were supposed to remember. Always look ahead for hazards in the road. Always check your mirrors before changing lanes. Always make sure you drive defensively. OK, I get all of that, but how come they never taught us about dodging wild dogs and horses running in front of the car. Or maybe I missed the day when they told us how to avoid carriages filled with oranges being pulled by 2 enormous bulls. I was probably sick the day they warned us about people riding motorcycles in front of your car with 3 little kids sitting on the dad's lap. That must have been the same day they taught us the avoidance maneuver for giant holes in the road or a pile of boulders in the middle of your lane. I shouldn't have missed so many days, because I'm sure I never learned how to fly around taxis dragging on the ground because they have 1,000 lbs. of oranges in them when there is a huge truck with no lights on with 30 people hanging off the back coming at you the opposite way. Man, I can only imagine what driver's ed in Bolivia is like. Nevertheless, we made it there and back unscathed with some very vivid memories. 

 OK, so the day continues. We come home from the birthday party (maybe Katie will write more about it later, I'm losing steam) and then we head out for a nice dinner with Douglas and Chemita. Katie and I were excited because we thought if we were going to a nice restaurant, maybe we could order food that didn't involve meat or rice. No such luck. We go to this place which is very nice and is Brazilian themed. Turns out that in Brazil, apparently they eat more meat than they do in Bolivia (if that's possible). You start by getting some vegetable and a few different other dishes before the festivities begin. Then as you're sitting at the table, the waiter comes by every 5 minutes with another type of meat on this giant skewer. They cut pieces off for you and then bring out the next course of more meat. We were presented with sausage, steak (from 4 different parts of the cow), cow intestines and kidneys, pork loins, and topped off by chicken hearts (which Katie ate...what a trooper!!!). So our fancy night out turned out to be a biggest night of meat consumption yet. And then we topped it off by having a cup of coca tea. It's made from the same leaves that they make cocaine from (don't worry mom, you don't get any of the effects...it's a delicacy in Bolivia). Now we're back at home getting ready to head out to the clinic tomorrow. 

 OK, I'm officially out of steam and I'm going to bed. I enjoyed my guest appearance, hope you did too. And now back to Katie.... 

A tale of two parties

JOHANA'S PARTY

Johana is the daughter of Nico, the cook and housekeeper for the Villarroels. Nico's sister lives in a small village (I guess you could call it that) outside of Santa Cruz. The party was a great experience--the kind of real Bolivian thing that I love because it reminds me that I am in South America. Chemita said it was quite the experience for them too, and she couldn't even imagine what it was like for us! She and Douglas definitely live a very different life in Santa Cruz than the majority of Bolivians live. It's so comfortable and normal for us that it's really easy for me to forget that we're not at home. 

 Nico's family lives in two very small buildings with a yard of sorts (dirt with a couple of trees) in between. The buildings were like those in Palacios--adobe walls, dirt floors, and roofs covered only with dried leaves from palm-like trees (yes the clinic is constructed differently!). The yard was fully set up with little tables and chairs for the 20 or so kids who were there. (Ben has noticed that there seems to be an inordinate number of party rental stores here which we thought was strange until we started going to these parties!) The family had hired two clowns to run the party and they came fully equipped with a huge sound system which blared loud music the entire time. The clowns led the kids through all sorts of games and dancing. I loved watching these little boys dance--amazing rhythm and movement. American boys--or girls for that matter--certainly never learn how to do that! Johana was the quintessential 5-year-old at her own birthday party--didn't really get that the whole thing was for her and so she spent the whole time just wandering around by herself! Each kid got a goody bag packed with a bunch of candy and a couple of toys, and everyone ate empanadas. They had two pinatas and two huge birthday cakes which were displayed on a table with a huge Barbie awning over it. 

The whole scene was just funny because it was so incongrous--the party was certainly more extensive than anything I ever had as a kid and yet it took place in a home where the bathroom is a hole in the ground! Of course some of the younger male guests opted to relieve themselves off to the side in plain sight of the party guests...

PARTYING IN PALACIOS 

This was quite the event...definitely my personal highlight in Palacios. We really wished that we had a video camera to capture the whole experience because nothing else can even come close, but no such luck. A family in Palacios organized it to celebrate the first anniversary of the clinic, so of course los doctores americanos were very special guests. Most homes in Palacios are like Nico's--a few buildings grouped together in a mini compound of sorts. The kitchen is usually its own building, often open on one wall. We are in the tropics after all! The hosts had set up a huge area in the middle of the yard for dancing, ringed with probably 100 folding chairs and several tables (of course rented from somewhere). We were especially charmed by the henhouse which faced onto the dancing ring, complete with chickens on the roof! Again they had an absolutely huge sound system rigged up--the speakers must have been 8 feet tall. They started the music when we got there around 8:30, and it was deafening. Yet another challenge to our ability to understand Spanish! I was surprised that they had such an elaborate set up in Palacios because the people really have nothing, but I guess that just illustrates how important these fiestas are to them. The whole town was invited so we saw lots of familiar faces from the clinic. 

The music was similar to what played at Johana's party--music from all over Latin America including Bolivia--and there definitely seemed to be a couple of songs that were played over and over and over again. My favorite one is about mayonaise...not that I could understand anything they say about it but after hearing it 10 times in 2 hours, it really grew on me! Refreshments consisted of free soda and beer which you had to purchase for about 80 cents per 22 oz bottle. Yes, it was pretty bad, but hey, can't beat the price! At one point the hostess proudly handed out one piece of gum to all of us--must be a big treat for them. We had a great time drinking and dancing with Maria, Antonio, Gabrielle, and Pedro. I felt pretty darn white while dancing, but people kept pulling me back to the dance floor so I didn't have much of a choice! Mullet guy was definitely the highlight of the evening, and of course I got stuck dancing with him during the longest song of the night, and of course my supportive traveling companion took at least 3 pictures of the whole charade. 

The party was organized by a guy who Ben had pinpointed as the only gay man in Palacios. I think it was the long, carefully done hair, effeminate voice and graceful walk that tipped him off! Not that we like to perpetuate stereotypes, but I was definitely interested to see that they still applied in the Middle of Nowhere, Bolivia. We just thought it was entirely too funny that the one gay guy in town had organized a party that centered around Miss Salud (Miss Health), a local beauty queen! She was quite the sophisticate for Palacios. She apparently was only 15 but looked 20 because she was fully decked out for her big night. They made her parade around the dancing ring several times and I think Antonio took about 10 pictures of her with our camera (he was a big fan). She had the beauty contestant routine down pat from the walk to the pose for photographs. I had the honor of performing the coronation ceremony: putting on her sash, crowning her and then kissing her on the cheek before posing for a picture. Unfortunately her crown just wouldn't stay on, so our big moment was somewhat tarnished by having to pick it up from the ground repeatedly. We had to pose for many pictures--every man in Palacios wanted his picture taken with her but luckily we ran out of film! 

By 2 am, I was completely exhausted from all the dancing and from the usual strain of trying to communicate in Spanish. But the party just wouldn't end! We had to stay for them to raffle off a set of teacups which the clinic was donating to the party and then finally we got to go home, but the party kept on going. The ride home was chilly but great--me, Maria, Gabriela, Antonio and Ben were huddled in the back of the little camioneta (the kind of truck that they use on football fields at home) under a sky full of stars and an incredibly bright moon. All in all it was a wonderful last night in Palacios, even though we were pretty tired when we got up at 9 the next morning for clinic! 

Ben on teaching classes in Palacios, orange juice of death, and visiting Samaipata

At the current moment, we just finished a huge lunch and I am in the midst of a food coma. If I appear incoherent, it’s just that I’m digesting a large quantity of food at the present instant, I’m drunk or I’m just stupid, take your pick. So let me jump back to last week at the clinic. Katie already filled you in on most of the details, and to be honest I log on to the webpage everyday to read her entries just so that I can remember what we did yesterday. This means last week is now a blur to me. However, one thing that was very significant that we will both remember for a long time was our speeches (charlas) to the kids at the school and the women at the clinic. This was a challenge for both of us as we had to present in Spanish, which at the current moment we understand about as well as Swahili. We wrote the speeches, had them proofread by Maria the nurse, and then practiced presenting them to each other. Needless to say, I still had to read the whole thing from a piece of paper in front of the class because I couldn’t remember a thing. We did a presentation on basic anatomy of the body….organs, circulatory system, digestive system (more on that in a bit), immune system, etc… for the kids at the school. It went well and the kids were very receptive. Maria was there, so she helped us if we had a problem and helped us answer the kids’ questions afterwards. After our speech, the kids asked us to teach them English. So we had a good time feeling like the smart Americans for 20 minutes or so while we taught them the days of the week, months of the year, parts of the body, etc… in English. Usually, we feel like the dumb Americans who don’t understand a thing going on around them. This was a nice break, and a moment when I remembered that I actually have an I.Q. higher than that of a 4 year old (no offense to all of the 4 year-olds out there). Of course, this successful speech to the kids was completed only after we penetrated the defensive security perimeter of the school which consisted of climbing through a barbed wire fence, leaping piles of cow manure, and dodging a few large animals responsible for the aforementioned piles. After the speeches we took pictures with all of the kids and the teachers and about 40 of the kids swarmed Katie (I’m convinced she paid them) so that they could all learn how to say their names in English. I had no such crowd, perhaps that’s why I’m jealous. 

Fast forward to the next day when we gave two speeches to about 30 women who come to the clinic once a week for a health education talk. I gave a speech about folic acid and its role in preventing birth defects in fetuses. Katie followed me with a speech about diabetes and the importance of preventing and treating this disease (especially in Bolivia where the prevalence is an unbelievable 11%). So all in all, our speeches went well and were very well received. It really is empowering when you feel like you can pass along lifesaving information to people that really want to hear what you’re saying. In the U.S. we’re used to being the students and always learning from our more knowledgeable professors. This time we were the teachers and we had the opportunity to pass along valuable information and help better the quality of life of a few people (all of this in Spanish!!!). The parties and traveling have been nice, but this is the real reason we came to Bolivia. Helping the people, giving what we can and gaining perspective on our lives are all very gratifying and I realize how lucky we are to have this opportunity. Of course all of the crazy stories and experiences that we write about only enhance this opportunity. So back to the crazy stories….. 

 So I think that Katie wrote earlier about us being sick out at the clinic. The result of the Orange Juice of Death as my stomach now refers to it. So, all those stories about Montezuma’s revenge, the unending diarrhea, the nausea, the pain, the uncertainty about which end it’s going to come out first…..they’re all true, true, true!!!!!! Moral of the story: Never, never drink the water here unless you have some sadistic nightmare about seeing how well your body functions when there is not an ounce of water left in it. 

 Being sick was bad enough, but when everybody around you is trying to make you better by making you worse, it definitely does not help. Examples: Antonio making us chicken head soup because it would make us feel better. Or Maria chasing me around with needles because she insisted I needed several injections and I.V. (she did succeed in giving me an anti-nausea injection, which I must admit, did help). Moral of the story: When you have diarrhea every 4 seconds and you’re not sure if large bacterial spores have started to eat all of your internal organs…you want to get the hell out of the jungle. Katie and I were literally counting the minutes until we got back to Santa Cruz. (Note from Katie: I luckily did not drink the Orange Juice of Death, so I had a much milder case of diarrhea than Ben. But it was still unpleasant and I shudder to think of what he must have been going through!)

So this week we’ve been back in SC and I really can’t remember most of it. We did a lot of Spanish studying and had a lot of homework to do (of which I did not finish the majority of—some things never change, I guess). I went to the gym a few times, and hung out with the family, which is always great. Katie already told you about Samaipata, which was also amazing. It was a cool town surrounded by beautiful mountains (they call them foothills) which I have only seen in Bolivia when I flew over the Andes from La Paz to Santa Cruz on the way here from the U.S. It was a beautiful place and some of the views were postcard worthy. So, we went to see El Fuerte, the Incan ruins with Crazy Olaf. Katie’s right, trying to describe him in words just doesn’t do him justice. The closest I can come is picture a cross between Robin Williams and Arnold Schwarzenegger that’s dressed like Klinger from M.A.S.H. He was actually very knowledgeable, but no matter how many facts, dates or stories from Incan history he knew, he would never go too long without saying something that reminded you that he didn’t have all of the proverbial oars in the water. Like when we were looking at this 80-foot deep hole in the ground that they believe might have been an ancient Incan hiding place for gold and silver and he would say “I vunder how miny ov toose Zherman turists vee could vit in dat hole, yah?” Just enough to make you wonder when you were going to see this guy on the next episode of Bolivia’s Most Wanted. It will be a long time before I forget Crazy Olaf. I wonder if he was just lying to us about his past and he really killed his whole family back in Vienna. There’s a reason you find some people from Austria living in the middle of nowhere Bolivia, yah?

OK, so that brings us back up to date. I don’t know if or when I will have the opportunity to write again so I definitely want to say one last thing before I finish. Douglas and Chemita and their family are absolutely incredible people. I am not saying this because I know Douglas is reading this (although it certainly can’t hurt J ). I know Katie has told you about them and how amazing they are several times. Well it comes up again because it has been a theme of our adventures in Bolivia. Everywhere we go, everything we do, the Villarroels have an impact. They are the most loving family I have ever met and they all wear their hearts on their sleeves. They care about everyone who comes into their lives. And once they enter your life, they will stay with you forever. Katie and I have made lifelong friends who will always offer us a renewing perspective on life. Sometimes when you read the news and see the stories of everyone fighting and killing each other, it’s easy to wonder if there is anything still good happening out there, if there is any love left in the world. Well, if you ever meet the Villarroels you will know that in a little corner of the world, down in Bolivia, there are people that do nothing but help their fellow man and better the world around them. There is nothing but love and hope in this house and I am grateful to have had the opportunity to experience it with them, if only for a month. Thanks to Katie’s friend Eric for giving us this website so that we could document our experiences in Bolivia. Hope you all liked reading as much as we like writing. See you back in the States. --Ben

Douglas reflects on our time in Bolivia

Here is the promised entry from the man, the myth, the legend: Dr. Douglas. After six weeks of studying Spanish, I especially appreciate the time he put into writing it in English!

BOLIVIA, KATHIA, BEN AND A LIFETIME EXPERIENCE

According to what they had read in the books, Kathia and Ben arrived to Bolivia conscious of finding a country very diverse, with a lot of problems like poverty, homeless children working in the streets and so on. Once in Bolivia they saw the books did not lie, but they also saw that there are so many things the books do not describe. The mentality of the people can only be known when you become one of them.

Bolivia is learning new things everyday. Every things you see is novel, does not matter where you look at, is a matter of turning you head from one side to another, there is always something curious.

The food is different and certainly not what they were used to eat up in The States, but I am sure that is part of the experience of being in a different country, It is foolish to only eat American food when someone has the opportunity to try something unique, something you might never try again. I mean is good to take care, no having Montezuma’s revenge. Cereals are good, milk is better, lots of water in bottles is okay, but…eating empanada de queso is the best, even more when they are made by Chemita, my wife, the rise with cheese, huuuum!!, cuñapé, masaco, sonso, all of them made out of yuca and cheese..oh my!!!, if you never heard of the peanuts soup, you’ll have to come to Bolivia and try it. I am proud to say that Ben and Kathisita ate almost everything, not that we forced them, but is good to see them eating…especially Ben!.

So, Ben and Kathia were not tourist in Bolivia, not at all, they were part of our family, they met our friends, worked with us and what is even more important, they helped in our clinic in the country side, they took care of poor people, saw diseases they might never see in The USA, gave lectures in Spanish, and were also part of a small community called Palacios, near the clinic, where good people live in small poor houses, but a big rich heart.

Is there a better way to know Bolivia?…I do not think so. 

I am glad Ben and Kathia after so many experiences down here, are happy of their decision of coming to Bolivia. I like so much listening to them saying they are impatient to go back to Michigan and tell their friends about their experiences. Chemita, Daniel, Diego and myself, will always look forward to seeing them again, maybe as doctors, coming back to help at the clinic. Our hearts and the doors of our house will always be open for them and for anyone who is about to become a doctor or is already a doctor, willing to come and help.

The Daniel Hamant Patient’s Assistance Foundation and its clinic in Santa Cruz, Bolivia, takes free care of many communities in the area. Helping others with their health problems is good, but helping people who are dying of diarrheas, respiratory infections, deliveries, etc., because of not having medicines for diabetes, hypertension, infections, fractures, etc., because they live far away from where the doctors are, or can not afford to pay a doctor or do not have access for a quality health care. …Let me tell you, helping this kind of people really makes the difference, because you are truly saving lives.

My wrap up of the trip

I've spent the last week scrambling to get my head back into Ann Arbor and get ready for the school year. It's been a little hectic and a bit overstimulating at times. Last weekend I went out to the local college bar which was packed with people, many of whom I knew, and was somewhat overwhelmed! I guess that isn't too surprising when you remember that the last dance party I went to took place next to a chicken coop. But, just like it always happens when I get home from a trip, it's hard to believe that a week ago I was hanging out in Santa Cruz with Douglas, Chemita and the whole family. Needless to say, my reality here envelops me completely. 

Overall, my trip was a tremendous success. I haven't really figured out what to tell people about Bolivia when I bump into them other than it was an amazing trip. My lesser goals were definitely met: I survived for 6 weeks without getting hit by a (crazy) Bolivian driver. I didn't get sick, except for a cold that lingered for 6 weeks and my two-day bout of Gringo Stomach. I ate Chemita's empanadas before leaving the country (and yes, they were wonderful). I saw Lake Titicaca. I mastered the blood pressure cuff. 

 In terms of the grander scheme of things, I suspect that I can't grasp now how big of an effect this will have on my life. My best friend asked me if being in Bolivia changed my mind about what kind of doctor I will be, and the answer is no. I did notice that I am really drawn to kids (quite possibly because they're a lot easier to communicate with when your Spanish is rudimentary at best), so pediatrics is back at the top of my list of specialties. But more importantly, Bolivia didn't change but rather strengthened my desire to be a compassionate, well-rounded, and giving physician because I had such a tremendous role model. Douglas provided me with the best example of a physician and person that I could possibly ask for. On top of being a wonderful endocrinologist, any single one of the multiple other things he does (run a free clinic, write a weekly newspaper column and radio show for no pay, act as a pro bono matchmaker for a transplant team, host American students in his own home constantly) would make him a very special doctor, but that he does all of them on top of being a great father, husband, and friend is awesome and truly inspiring. And, refreshingly, unlike many doctors, he doesn't have an attitude or superiority complex. He didn't even tell us that he was going to be on TV one morning because he didn't want to brag about it! (as a result, we missed it!)

So what affected me most deeply is probably not what you might have derived from this journal, because I didn't talk about it too much. The profoundest part of my experience in Bolivia was simply living in Douglas and Chemita's world. I think I was a little shy about discussing it while I was still there, but it needs to be said. Living with them in Ann Arbor for 2 weeks would have been a worthwhile experience for me, but to have that experience on top of working in the clinic, living in Bolivia and learning Spanish made for an incredible six weeks. I cannot overexaggerate how extraordinary Douglas and Chemita are as people, and in fact I still haven't quite figured out how to describe it…I think you just have to meet them. My first impression of them as the nicest people in the world was dead on, so long as you add generous, loving, inspiring, altruistic, intelligent, sensitive, optimistic, encouraging, patient, and funny to the description. And it wasn't just them-it was all of their extended family and friends that we became a part of as well. I started to realize during the last few weeks of the trip that leaving them would be very hard for me to do, and it was even harder than I had feared. I can't wait to get my pictures back tomorrow, so I can at least have their faces with me! 

 My time in Bolivia reminded me about the most important things in life, and that it is possible for one person or one family to live their lives in an extraordinary way. I feel extremely lucky to be able to count myself as a part of that family for the rest of my life and hope that I can live up to their example in my own small way. It's the only way I can even begin to repay the Villarroels for everything they gave and taught me this summer.

