Ben Lindquist

Thailand Reflection:

“Doctor, Doctor come quick!” the 16-year-old Karen orphan yelled in my direction as I maneuvered down the steep hill in the dark. 
Immediately, I turned to look behind me hoping to find a qualified physician. No one. “Oh, I’m not a doctor yet,” I replied with hesitation and a slight quiver in my voice. 
Confused, he retorted, “You have a patient.” He grabbed my arm and led me to the six bed hospital situated one kilometer from the Myanmar border. The hospital was the newest addition to Bamboo School—a 63 child orphanage in the hills of Western Thailand. 

I walked into the small patient room, paused and looked around. I was welcomed by a crying 1-year old child, a scared mother, a translator and a nurse in training beckoning me with a stethoscope. 
The translator explained, “The baby can’t breathe or sleep. She has had a cough for three days. No fever.” 
The child was clearly in respiratory distress, mustering all her strength for each breath. I wanted to wake Cat, the director of the orphanage and clinic, but the nurse reminded me that she was asleep after a long night call. Instead, I took a moment to compose myself. I was endowed with the great responsibility of caring for this patient but I needed confidence. 
My first year in medical school didn’t fully prepare me for this. I had been at Bamboo School for less than 24 hours after spending three days with Loma Linda graduate Dr. Nick Walters at Bangkok Adventist Hospital. I was terrified and I didn’t know where to begin. I dug deep into my physical diagnosis knowledge, took a labored breath, grabbed the stethoscope, and listened to her lungs. Wheezes. What next? 

“Has she had these symptoms before?” I asked as I placed a thermometer under the baby’s arm. 

“Yes,” the interpreter replied after having a conversation with the mother in her Karen tribe dialect. “She has been to the hospital before but the mother can’t remember what they did for her.”
“Ok,” I said as I proceeded to look for any signs of infection. No fever. No hemoptysis. Probably an asthma attack. 
After searching for the nebulizer, the nurse gave the small child breathing treatment. Amazingly, the baby quickly calmed as she gulped the treated air. For once she looked comfortable and happy. I pondered what to do next. Should I send her home? Or should I have someone drive her 30 minutes to the nearest hospital in Sai Yok? 

Fortunately, I didn’t have to make this tough decision alone as my two Loma Linda classmates accompanying me on the trip, Jared and Rachel, walked through the door. I was ecstatic to see them. I knew that together we made a much better doctor than I did individually.
“I have a patient,” I said as I tried to keep my composure. I’m sure they could see the stress on my face. We discussed what to do next.
The baby’s breathing had normalized from the treatment. After some deliberation, we decided to send the child home, instructing the mother to keep her away from smoke and asking her to come back if the child’s health worsened. We were uneasy about our decision. I didn’t want to harm my first patient!

Unfortunately, the baby developed respiratory distress later that night. The burning cigarettes and smoke from the large stove in her bamboo house probably didn’t improve the situation. However, the mother brought the child back to the clinic when the symptoms returned. As usual, Cat was sleeping on a bamboo mat next to the medicine cabinet on the floor of the clinic. She rushed the baby 30 kilometers to the hospital in Sai Yok at 2 am. This was a familiar drive for Cat—she was accustomed to providing a late night ambulance service as part of her ministry to the village and the displaced Karen people.  

After learning that the baby was treated effectively at the hospital, I was not only extremely relieved, but I was also inspired to practice more medicine during my month’s stay in Thailand. From this patient, and many others like her, I learned the importance of confidence and collaboration. I will never forget my SIMS experience in Thailand. I am very grateful for the motivation it has given me to continue pursuing a career in medicine.
