THERE aremany hidden tragediesin the
developing world, but none quite so
horrific as obstetric fistula. Imagine life
ostracised from your community,
returned toyour family by your husband,
where you eventually die degraded and
alone.

Your crime?To have spent six daysin
labour, delivered a stillborn child the
result of which hasleft you doubly incon-
tinent so body fluids drip constantly, eat-
ingyour flesh, causing boils and excruci-
ating pain, makingyou arotting, stinking
outcast.

This is the fate of women who suffer
from obstetric fistula in the developing
world, an all but forgotten tragedy. On top
of this, itisnot considered an injury but
a curse, something for which God has
punished the woman. Stuck in a small
shelter with no friends or social life,
many would rather die than continue
their living hell.

When Reginald and CatherineHamlin
arrived in Ethiopiafrom Sydney 50years
ago, they were astounded by what they
found. To the Hamlins, an obstetric fis-
tulawas “an academicrarity”. They had
never seen the condition. But in Addis
Ababa, they discovered that it was
relatively common. Moreover, it was
blighting the lives of thousands of
women.

Catherine Hamlin, who has been
compared to Mother Teresa, was born in
Sydney. After graduating from the
University of Sydney Medical School, she
took up aresidency at the Crown Street
Women’s Hospital, where she met
Reginald.

In 1959, the couple, then married and
qualified as obstetric gynaecologists,
answered an advert in the prestigious
British medical journal, The Lancet, to
train physicians and midwives at the
Princess Tsehay Memorial Hospital in
Addis Ababa.

Whilethey pursued their day jobs, the
couple quickly saw that fistulas were
devastating the lives of thousands of
young Ethiopian women —and, by exten-
sion, Ethiopian society.

Ethiopia has the highest obstetric
fistula rate in sub-Saharan Africa. The
condition is a childbirth injury caused
when the pressure of the baby’s head,

Mending women'’s bodies and their lives

Heidi Kingstone speaks to the founder of a hospital that treats obstetric fistulas
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HOME OF HOPE: Many patients who come to the Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital would otherwise have died a lonely death as a result of obstetric fistula.

often too bigtogothrough thebirth canal,
crushes the bones of the pelvis, leaving
an opening between the birth canal and
the bladder or rectum, often because the
women is malnourished, too young and
haslived a life of hardship.

The Hamlins soon changed direction
and pioneered techniques for a condition
that previously had no treatment.

By 1964, the couple had established the
Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital, which is
still the only facility in the world dedi-
cated to repairing fistulas.

At 85, and 35000 women later,
Dr Hamlin still operates once a week at
the Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital, which
she and her husband, who died in 1993,
established. It isan oasis of calm, beauty,
hopeandinspiration. Thereare now four

regional treatment centres
around the country, with
another under construction,
run on international dona-
tions so all the treatment is
free.

While it only takes $100
(about R800) to go to one of
the five fistula hospitals
located around Ethiopia, it
can take a farmer seven to
10 years to be able to save
that much, and publictrans-

for areeking female.
Instead, women live in

isolated hell for a condition that has all
but been eliminated in the developed
world. Thefirst fistula hospital in the US

DEDICATED: Catherine
portation is not an option Hamlin, the founder of the

fistula hospital in Ethiopia.

closed in 1895 (yes, 1895).

A 2004 episode of the
Oprah  Winfrey  Show
focused on the problem of
obstetricfistulain Ethiopia.

As a result, 17000 view-
ersdonated money and now
on the calm grounds of the
hospital thereis The Oprah
Winfrey Centre for the
Women of Ethiopia, which
opened in 2005..

I meet Hamlin in Addis.
She has just come from sur-
gery andinvitesmeintothe
reception, the tukul, rather

than talk in the middle of the garden
where we had met Mamietu Gashe, just
back from the UShavingreceived another

honorary degree. More than 40 years ago
she had been a patient, now sheisaprac-
tical surgeon training gynaecologists,
having completed 1300 successful opera-
tionsand isaccredited in the UK and the
us.

Between 10 and 13 surgeries are done
per day in thelarge operating room with
four tables. The recovery room is open
with rows of beds, women eating, dogs
roaming through, and the only smell the
aroma of cooked food.

Mamietu Gashe is only one of many
stories, while Hamlin and the women
may not be in touch, she remembers
almost every case.

More than 98 percent of the women
whocomearecured. They return totheir
villages, find new husbands, get pregnant

and many return to the hospital to deliver
their babies, which the hospital advises
them to do because they will need a Cae-
sarean section.

Thesurprisingthingisthatthemenin
Ethiopialovetheir wives, and often have
to divorce them for practical reasons —
they need someone to raise the children,
look after the house.

“Men are sweet to their wives,” says
Hamlin, thin and tall in her white
doctor’s coat in the temperate Addis
morning.

“They don’t desert their wives because
they want to but because they have to. |
have had men cometo me and say | want
her to be cured because | love her.”

Hamlin stands beside a painting by an
Ethiopian artist. The broken, leaking
potsrepresent thewomen, some asyoung
as 13, although child marriage is not a
major issuein thispart of the country. A
couple of the eight dogs, who are “on the
staff” roam around.

What is it that has driven Catherine
Hamlin for half a century?In her book,
The Hospital by the River, she says that
few of Africa’s hidden tragedies are as
horrifying as the obstetric fistula — not
because of the effects but “because they
can be successfully treated relatively
easily”.

Hamlin has been awarded honorary
fellowships by the medical associations of
Australia, the US and England. In 2004,
shereceived the“Best Practicesin Global
Health Award” from the Global Health
Council.

And in 1995, she received Australia’s
highest honour when she was made a
Companion of the Order of Australia.

Many years ago, when the Hamlins
werefirst starting out, Reg Hamlin wrote
toaprominent businessman who worked
in the oil industry looking for funding,
which he received. His letter began by
sayingthat whilethe man’scompany was
drilling holes, Reg and his wife were
mending them.

| ask Hamlin what had changed for
rural Ethiopian women, many of whom
still have to walk for two days just to get
toamain road, in the past 50 years?

Her answer is stark. “Only that there
are more cases as the population has
increased,” she says.




