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Hands Joined

Please join hands with us as we reach a hand to those in need"

Medscal Mission Trips

Chinandega, January 1999

By Dr. Boyd Shook

n late October 1998 a massive hurricane named
Mitch crawled across Central America leaving
death and destruction in its wake. For Nicara-
gua, this was the worst natural disaster of all time.
Estimates of losses are staggering and will con-
tinue to add up for years. Immediate deaths were
at least 10,000 in Central America. Nicaragua and
Honduras were the hardest hit with staggering
human and economic losses for these countries.

Already mired in poverty, the losses sustained
haveincluded the means of food production as the
floods ripped the mountains apart and dumped
the debris over the campos. Current crops were
covered with sand, rocks, animal carcasses, plant
fragments, and assorted garbage. In addition to
the destruction of current crops, the soil has been
eitherwashed away orcovered with material which
will not support the future needs of the region.

An area, which was once a rich garden belt, has
been strewn with rocks to resemble the sterile
surface of the moon with its huge craters and
rocks. Fields of bananas are cut with deep can-
yons. Sugar cane, which was standing at 8 feet,
is washed down or covered completely with silt.
Coffee trees were swept down the mountain side
carrying with them the opportunity to bring a
few precious cordobas into the family coffers.

Water sources were wiped out along with farm
equipment; tools, work animals, and supplies
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needed to maintain existence. Homes were
picked up and smashed into bits and splin-
ters on the rocks or covered completely by the
mud coming from the mountaintops. Personal
items such as clothing, furniture, dishes, and
cooking utensils were demolished in the fury
of wind, floods, and mudslides. Many people
watched in agony as family members were tak-
en away by the forces of nature gone amok.

Stories of grisly deaths and heroic rescues abound
among the survivors. Failed rescue efforts bring
deep sadness in memory. Nightmares continue to
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haunt the survivors. Diseases and fears of further
diseases tear at what strength is left. Adding to the
diseases of poverty which have weakened their
bodies for years are now the diseases of poor wa-
ter and food supplies, inadequate medical care, a
reluctance to spend what few funds they have for
medicine, and lack of knowledge as to the preven-
tive measures which will assist them in recovery.

Shortage of antibiotics and fear of leptospirosis
and dengue brought about a call to me from my
friends in Nicaragua, Octavio Corea and Carolina
Espinosa. Could | arrange to buy and bring a sup-
ply of medicines which are now in particular de-
mand and which are not available in Nicaragua?
With incredible support from family, friends, and
associates in Oklahoma, Minnesota, Texas, and
California, several duffels were stuffed with medi-
cines requested and loaded into my car. My air-
line ticket allowed two bags with limit on each of
70 pounds. The American Airlines check in wom-
an was extremely kind and allowed me to take
three duffels each of which weighed close to 120
pounds. Their humanitarian program was kindly
extended to assist me in getting those medicines
where they were needed. The trip to Managua
was uneventful, and | was greeted by Octavio
and Carolina who escorted me through customs.
They were expecting me at El Jardin de Italia.

At FUNDECI Octavio explained to me that | was
needed in Chinandega because of the severe
problems in that region. The next day Dr Rober-
to Granera and Maritza Andino told me some of
the problems. Together we decided upon drugs
which we would take and even bought some
more (anti-parasite medicines are hard to buy in
the US). We then loaded a bus and headed for
the occidente. Octavio and Carolina had con-
vinced me that this was the most helpful thing |
could do. | would stay with Maritza's family and
would work under the leadership of Dr Granera.

As the bus moved along the highway, the storm
effects became apparent. There were many de-

tours because of flood damage. There were many
areas of new asphalt covering and many trucks
and pieces of heavy equipment working on
damaged road surface. In a few areas there was
still standing water over the old road surface re-
quiring slow and tedious detours through hast-
ily cleared bypass roads. From Leon to Chinan-
dega there were over 25 major bridges which
had been swept away. We went down into the
canyons over dusty detours competing with
other traffic as well as construction equipment
for passage. Helpful police were everywhere to
give guidance as well as to control traffic flow.

The construction crews were a mix of military and
civilian workers. The bridges were pretty standard.
First, pilings are placed deep in the bottom of the
canyon. Then a wall is built leaving a generous
opening for future water flow. Then iron shafts
(rebar?) are sunk in the pilings and form ribs for
the covering. Seeing so many in different stages of
development it becomes possible to understand
the whole process and to develop faith that the
bridges will last. The bridges are quite handsome
with red and gray alternated in nice geometric
patterns. Native rock and concrete are arranged
attractively. The inherent feeling of Nicaraguense
for beauty isdemonstrated in these new crossings.

Thursday January 7. San Lucas

Started fairly early to Dr Roberto Granera’s clinic
in Chinandega. The mayor loaded us in his pickup
and headed for the hills. We arrived at San Lucas
at 9:00 and went right to work. We treated 200
people who had a range of diseases more com-
mon in areas of poverty. | saw many children with
upper respiratory infections including several
with bad tonsillitis. There were 2 people whom |
saw with hypertension. Many had degenerative
arthritis. Naturally, there were numerous back
pains. The illnesses related to Mitch were hor-
rible skin infections and urinary tract infections.
| saw one child that might have had malaria
but the symptoms were not strong enough to
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treat. There is no water in San Lucas. There is no
transportation of a public nature so the commu-
nity is incommunicado. We were the first medi-
cal presence since Mitch tore the area asunder.

On the road going to San Lucas, we crossed sever-
al rivers where the damage was striking. There was
one community adjacent to a wide plain. Through
this plain the flood waters had channeled a deep
gorge. All along this gorge and on the delta below
the gorge were huge stacks of driftwood. Some
were 40-50 feet long and 16-18" in diameter. This
community was caught up in the flood and scat-
tered over the plain below. Perhaps the most
striking show of power was a huge log, which had
impaled ahouseand pulled the house several hun-
dred feet from its origin. The house was wrapped
around the log in the fashion of a closed umbrella.
| have no idea how many people died at this site.

We passed La Casita on the way. At a distance
it looked like one of the frozen rivers down
the Tetons with the glacial moraine spread
out below. Unfortunately this is not a ski slope
and the glacier is mud -caked dry now. Many
people are still buried beneath this slide,
and the destruction is beyond description.

Friday, January 8, La Higuera

Today was arepresentation of existing poverty and
hideous effects of Hurricane Mitch. Today | held a
six-year-old girl in my lap after she eyed me and
flirted with me for over an hour. She laughed and
teased me between patients. As | observed out of
the corner of my eye, she would move alternately
closer and farther away. Her eyes were sparkling
and her dimples were charming as she looked
at me and giggled as only little girls can. While |
was checking a new patient, she would be very
still. When that patient left, she would flirt again.
Then she stood very close to my chair for several
minutes and sort of leaned into my arm. Soon
she gathered a friend of 5 and teased together.

A stethoscope has always held youngsters in awe
and today was no exception. | let her listen to her
friend’s heart then to her own. They sort of snug-
gled then into my arm for a warm hug. After she
sat in my lap, | heard her story. Two months ago
she was washed out of her house into a tree where
she clung for 4 days. Her 5-year-old friend was also
washed out and was rescued by the villagers sev-
eralhourslater.Her parents werekilled in the flood.

Clinic today was set up on top of a road. The
house nearest the clinic had 4 feet of mud in it. |
could not stand erect while inside. The clinic was
held in the shade of a carport-like edifice where
trucks once parked when not being used. Now |
had to lower my head to walk into the clinic. In
spite of the mud it worked well. We set up a long
table with me at one end and Dr. Roberto Granera
at the other. Patients would wait at the middle
and move either direction as a chair emptied.

From a medical perspective today was more chal-
lenging. There continued to be many women
with urinary tract infections by history. There was
one child with severe malaria and another with
moderate malaria. | was amazed that | could pick
them out but the symptoms were characteris-
tic of Plasmodium vivax. The most fascinating
patient today had nothing to do with Mitch and
everything to do with poverty. She was 15 years
old with a 5-year-old height. She is a first grader
who is about even with her 6-year-old peers. She
had all the markers of Congenital Hypothyroid-
ism. After serious negotiation we loaded her in
our pick up and took her into Chinandega where
laboratory tests allowed us to start levothyrox-
ine slowly with the hope of some benefit even
though poverty prevented diagnosis for too long.

Saturday January 9 - La Villa

Today was unbelievably busy. We saw over 400
patients. | logged 156 but several came up af-
ter we shut down. We ran out of many medi-
cations, so were forced to improvise. What is
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wrong with putting 4 mgm chlorpheniramine
into mango juice for an infant to relieve cold
symptoms? Instead of amoxicillin suspen-
sion, just break the cap and mix it with zapote.
Double blind studies were not possible today.

Today was not post-flood problems but pure un-
adulterated poverty at its worst. We took over two
classrooms of a school and went to work. There
was no first come first serve system in place here.
Numbers were put in a basket and drawn. The
people with large numbers were able to return to
their house and reduce standing time. The line was
still 300 feet long most of the time. | saw more pu-
rulent material today than any time in my life. Two
children had pneumonia and were treated on site
until they stabilized. Acetaminophen elixir and
penicillin improved their outlook magnificently.

For the first time | saw severe malnutrition with
babies gaunt and hollow eyed in spite of being
breast-fed. | saw babies and adults eating dirt
because there is no money for fruit and veg-
etables. It is hard to decide a course of therapy
when malnutrition is the real monster. One moth-
er held a baby of three in her arms and to her
breast. The child had horrible teeth and was pale
and limp. By clinical estimate she was severely
anemic. | tried to explain that the baby needed
food other than the breast milk, but there is no
money for food, so iron deficiency is worsening.

The school in which we held clinic is interesting.
There are 745 students enrolled. They either go
in the morning session (360) or afternoon session
(385). 1 talked with the principal at length. He cried
when he talked of how hard it was to conduct
classes amid this much poverty. He is paid $92
each month. He speaks passable English, so we hit
it off. Another teacher approached me at the end
of the day. He said how much he appreciated our
efforts but seemed fairly hopeless for the future.

There was little | could say...

Sunday January 10 - Rancheria

More poverty. We set up shop in a barn, which
had been converted to a garage, which had been
scrubbed down for our clinic. We ended up see-
ing 465 patients today. | logged 130. The illnesses
today were of two main kinds. The most frequent
was a child of almost any age with cough and
a snotty nose. Parasites were almost universal.
There were still women with urinary tract infec-
tions but not so frequent as before. This commu-
nity had water, which they chlorinated for safety.

An interesting side bar for today. The Alcaldia of
Chinandega is kind of like the mayor combined
with a county commissioner. He has been a major
part of our brigade including using his personal
pick-up for transportation and running errands as
we request. Really, he is the most “serving” politi-
cian | have ever met. | tested my Spanish by asking
him about the election process. Chinandega has a
population of 130,000. There are 100,000 eligible
to vote. In his race, there were 75,000 votes cast.
How is that for a turnout? Almost every eligible
voter (Chinandega plus surrounding towns) reg-
istered and 75% turned out to make democracy
work. We also talked about drug addiction. He
sponsors an aggressive organization to manage
the problem.But his primary thrust has been to get
water to the poor people. | gather that progress is
happening, but statistics are almost impossible.

Our brigade writes everything in duplicate. One
page of the log goes to the Alcaldia and one to
FUNDECI, our sponsoring organization. Follow-up
will be done on every patient whom we identify. |
diagnosed septic arthritis on one woman and the
Alcaldia loaded her in his pick-up to take to the
hospital for definitive care. She will be followed
closely and should have a shot at recovery. Be-
cause she also had a hot finger, | made presump-
tive guess of Staphylococcus - | hope to find out.
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Monday January 11 - La Florida

The time clock moves back many years. The many
people who were made homeless by the hurri-
cane have gathered what little they salvaged and
moved to a settlement camp called La Florida.
Steinbeck has described these camps around
Salinas, Modesto, and Monterey. Woody Guth-
rie wrote about the dust and the poverty in his
songs of despair and hope. Today | was there.
Hundreds of refugees were offered new homes.
The homes are standard and use the exact same
architectural plans seen throughout Oklahoma
as horse stalls, pig pens, and chicken pens. They
are lined neatly in rows with the tall end of the
building facing the street. The building has four
posts, the back two exactly 2 feet shorter than the
front two. Four 2x4x12’'s support 6 pieces of sheet
iron or corrugated galvanized iron. The open-
ing then is covered with 3 walls of black plastic
leaving the front open. The front allows opportu-
nity for creativity in completion. There is always
a cross and usually a flower of sort. One door
and sometimes one window complete the deal.

TherearenotshoesinLaFlorida.Atleastlsawnone.
| guess we should be glad there were no ingrown
toenails to treat, but there were plenty of new skin
things in the bare feet. | seriously doubt our medi-
cines made any impact. Parasites were universal. |
saw only 98 people today, because we had planned
to hold another clinic in the afternoon. We ran
out of most medicines and shut down at 2:00 PM.

The camp is interesting in its development, plan-
ning, and the management. It seemed all of the
big cities in Nicaragua own the land where they
are and a fairly wide swath around the town. So
when these homeless appeared, they went first
to the schools and churches. The city of Chinan-
dega has now developed a potable water sup-
ply in the form of a huge tank near La Florida.
The city pays for the housing material and for the
workers to build the structures. While we held
clinic today they assembled 8-10 of these units

and moved people into them. Water and elec-
tricity will be added. Construction of a school
has already begun. The naked children will have
clothes, and the shoeless will have new shoes. La
Florida already has a mayor. She came by today
to give thanks for our concern and assistance.

The mayor of Chinandega promised me that when
Ireturned nextyear, there would be agood clinic to
work in as | see these same people. Today | worked
in the most beautiful clinic | have ever seen. Beau-
tiful mango trees provided shelter from the sun
and a cool breeze from the Pacific provided the air
conditioning. Lunch was served al fresco. Tree rip-
ened bananas and lush zapote offset the tartness
of fresh oranges. The most amazing thing was
that they apologized for such a poor presentation.

School starts in February. Mafnana is Posoltega.
Tuesday January 12 - Posoltega

Floods are not new for a boy from Oklahoma. But
a disaster of this magnitude is always rare and
always hard to stomach. The Volcano Casita was
dead many years ago. As time went by the crater
became full of water. There was a military encamp-
ment there permanently. Local TV stations built
the antenna gardens near by. The view was mag-
nificent so schools were built on the mountain
and farmers built their homes on the mountain-
side right up to the volcano’s edge. The air is cool
and fresh. The Pacific Ocean can be seen in the dis-
tance. Bananas flourished on the slopes. All was
well until Mitch dumped rain for four solid days.

Now death is measured in mega quantities. There
is a banana orchard growing right to the edge
of a cliff but there was no cliff until over half of
the orchard crumbled away to float down the
hills with the men and women who had planted
it. Huge trees are barren and sun washed, but
little paint marks point out where human bodies
were snagged on the way down the hill. There is
a mass grave representing over 200 adults and
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children who were brought to death in this area.
There is an area where 800 bodies were cremat-
ed as the entire community was washed away. |
walked among the grisly reminders where con-
crete walls remained. There are three huge can-
yons, which once were fields or gentle swells.
One canyon is 300 feet deep. There is one slab
of rock, which has been measured to be big-
ger than an acre. It is about 50,000 square feet.
It probably represented one wall of the vol-
cano crater, which had simply slipped away.

There were rotting, drying carcasses of cat-
tle, horses and pigs among the detritus. The
earth is now parched and cracked as the wa-
ter has leached down and evaporated up. To
walk over this area is quite reminiscent of an
empty lakebed. There are huge boulders whose
rounded surfaces demonstrate that they have
spent a long time under water. There were
some rocks which had holes like coral reefs.

Final count is that over 1400 people from this
tiny municipality were killed in one ghastly week.
People who were involved in rescue efforts tell of
bodies bobbing up and down in the muddy mess.
Many near rescues were thwarted by a huge rock
crushing the victims as it tumbled down hill in the
mud. Trees were swimming by with bodies and
live people alike captured in the twisted roots and
branches. Depression and Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder are rampant among the survivors. They
like to talk about what they saw and heard - almost
as if that will make the pain go away. The Alcaldia
of Posoltega had 4 sons. Three died in the flood.
Most families have close relatives who were closely
involved. With half of the community being killed
in this disaster, no one has been totally spared.

Outside the nearest municipality are news of refu-
gee houses. These are temporary. There is already
a plan to construct a new city or community in
Chinandega. The refugee camps have potable
water but the shacks are very temporary. Paste-
board is the common wall substance. These hous-

es are built on a different design than La Florida.
Here there is a center roof rafter with 6 poles in
the ground. The middle 2 poles are higher to cre-
ate a doubly sloping roof. At a distance | could not
tell if these were saplings or large bamboo poles,
but they would not pass the “Three Little Pigs” test
for soundness. They are, however, in neat rows.

Our clinic today was not much. A team of Cuban
doctors had done an excellent job of disaster re-
covery. Most of the skin looked healthy. There
were some colds and urinary tract infections
but few parasites. Post Traumatic Stress Disor-
der with insomnia and panic attacks were very
prevalent. | listened and offered solidarity, but
it will take years to become reasonably whole.
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