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Heroine of
Dadaab’s
refugee
camp
270 000 people are marooned in the
hopelessness of a Somali refugee camp.
But one extraordinary girl found a way
out, Daniel Howdenwrites 

I
F FATUMA was an ordinar y Somal i
gi r l , she might wel l  have been tr aded
for  some cows or  a couple of camels by
now. A t 15, she’s at pr ime mar r i age-

able age and as the daughter  of a poor  fam-
i ly, her  br i de pr i ce would be a compar ative
bar gain. 

Luck i ly Fatuma i s anything but ordi -
nar y. Bor n i n the war -r avaged Somal i  ci ty
of K i smayo and r ai sed i n the wor ld’s
lar gest r efugee camp on the border  wi th
Kenya, Fatuma Omar  Ismai l  now spends
her  days i n the leafy sur r oundi ngs of
Nai robi ’s best gi r ls’ school , Kenya High.

She got there by beati ng ever y other
student i n nor th-east Kenya. 

A t fi r st, the young Somal i  can appear  to
be shy, but that exter i or  bel i es an i nner

str ength bor n of an i ntense competi t ive
spi r i t . Asked to test a microphone by say-
ing the fi r st thing that comes into her  head,
she repl i es: “ Number  one.”

In Kenya, access to secondar y school
depends on your  mark out of 500 in an
exam sat at age 13 or  14. A  mark of 250 or
more i s considered good. Anything over  300
for  a gi r l , i n a system which sti l l  favour s
boys, i s exceptional. Fatuma scored 364. 

Gr ace Wachuka, an education special i st
w i th the non-gover nment or gani sat i on
Care Inter nati onal , worked i n the refugee
camps at Dadaab for  five year s and has
taken a special  i nterest i n Fatuma.

“ In Kenya,”  she says, “ for  a gi r l  to get
over  300 marks means she i s ver y br i ght.
For  a gi r l  to do that i n Dadaab i s outr a-
geous. Fatuma i s one i n a mi l l i on.”

When Fatuma talks of her  l i fe-changing
exam resul ts, she i s a pi cture of fr ustr a-
t i on. “ I  was expecti ng to get 400-plus,”  she
gr umbles. “ But the moder ator s cut some
marks I  thi nk .”

M idway through her  second ter m at the
Nai robi  boarding school , Fatuma’s pres-
ence here i s st i l l  a sur pr i se, even to staff
who pr ivately admi t that they would prefer
the handful of scholar ships at Kenya’s el i te
nati onal  schools to go to Kenyans.

Most of the other  pupi ls i n thei r  r egi -
mented r anks of r ed and grey uni for ms
made i t  to thi s imposing school  fr om the
compar atively wel l  catered-for  subur bs of
the capi tal  or  places l i ke Centr al  Province.

The imposing i nsti tut i on, bui l t  under
Br i t i sh r ule fr om grey stone, i s the alma
mater  for  daughter s of mini ster s, busi -
nessmen and judges.

But the refugee gi r l  i s not i nt imidated.
“ I  don’t care even i f thei r  father  i s presi -
dent,”  she says wi thout aggr essi on. “ I
know where I  came fr om. I  know why I ’m

here. We sleep i n the same beds, we eat the
same food.”

I t  wasn’t always so. Fatuma studied for
her  exams i n a shack bui l t  fr om flattened,
empty cook ing oi l  cans provided by the
UN’s Wor ld Food Progr amme. There were
at least 100 pupi ls to a teacher  i n her  class
and almost al l  the teacher s were untr ained
volunteer s.

Dadaab i s a dust-blown tr i ni ty of over -
crowded refugee camps, bui l t to hold 45 000
refugees, on the ar i d plains that divi de
Kenya fr om i ts nor ther n neighbour, Soma-
l i a. Today i t  shel ter s 270 000 people i n
condi t i ons Oxfam descr i bes as “ conducive
to a publ i c heal th emer gency” . 

Some of the best stor i es have humble
or i gi ns, but few of them emer ge fr om
Dadaab. Under standably, Fatuma i s a hero
in the camps and the sometimes awkward
teenager  at Kenya High knows thousands
of refugee chi ldren are counti ng on her  to
blaze a tr ai l  for  them.

When news of Fatuma’s scholar ship
came through there was a r are par ty i n
Dadaab’s Hagader a camp. The her oi ne 
of the hour  r emember s celebr ati ng wi th
fi zzy dr i nks.

“ School  i s not a pr i or i ty at Dadaab –
gi r ls don’t have an equal  chance,”  says
Wachuka. “ Fatuma has tr i umphed i n ver y
di ffi cul t ci r cumstances.”

From the age of 12 she “ had a dream”  of
going to a nati onal  school i n her  host coun-
tr y and wasn’t going to be put off by
naysayer s who told her  that r efugee gi r ls
could not go. “ I t  can be done,”  she says.
“ I ’ve done i t .”

Her  eventual  aim i s to study medi ci ne
and one day r etur n to Dadaab as a doctor.
“ I f ther e i s peace i n Somal i a,”  she adds,
she would l i ke “ to go and help people there
wher e ther e ar e not  enough qual i fi ed
people.”

The teenager  under stands that she i s 
a r ole model  and has a simple message for
other  young Somal i s.

“ You know educat i on i s the key to
success. Fi r st go to school , work  hard and
choose a career. Work hard, aim higher  and
be ni ce to people.”

Thi s i s almost  exact ly  the advi ce
Fatuma’s mother  gave her  eldest daughter
before putt i ng her  on a UN fl i ght out of the
refugee camp and i nto a wor ld unknown to
ei ther  of them. 

The cul tur e shock  must  have been
i mmense, but has been managed wi th
another  mater nal  t i p: “ Don’t take these
things too ser i ously.”  The lawns and cour t-
yards of Kenya High are eer i ly quiet for  a
school of near ly 850 pupi ls. The watchword
here i s di scipl i ne. 

They are cer tainly a wor ld away fr om
Fatuma’s fi r st school  i n Ki smayo. The
Somal i  por t i s now the str onghold of the
r adi cal  Islamic mi l i t i a, al -Shabaab, where
last year  a 13-year -old gi r l  was stoned to
death i n a spor ts stadium after  r epor t i ng
that she had been r aped.

Fatuma remember s the school  she left
at age eight as a place you “ would hear  gun
shots and fi ghti ng … you would see people
k i l l i ng each other ” .

A fter  a l i fet ime of wear ing the hi jab i n
fr ont of other  people, the most di ffi cul t
adjustment has been wear ing the compul-
sor y uni for m of a sk i r t and a shor t-sleeved
blouse. 

The awkwardness of the tr ansi t i on i s
doubtless compounded by being 15 and
relatively tal l . Fatuma careful ly folds her
gangly l imbs i nto the smal lest space possi -
ble, but she i s far  fr om invi si ble.

She admi ts that her  new l i fe i s not
always easy. She misses her  seven brother s
and si ster s and speaks to her  mother  by
telephone only once a month. Her  scholar -
ship pays for  boarding fees and uni for ms
but nothing more. There was no money to
pay for  the nine-hour  bus r i de to Dadaab
dur ing the Easter  hol i day, so she stayed i n
Nai r obi .

Faced wi th the br i ghtest gi r ls i n Kenya
Fatuma i s no longer  “ number  one” . In her
fi r st ter m, she lagged behind i n the two
nat i onal  l anguages, Engl i sh and
KiSwahi l i . 

But there i s plenty of r eason to thi nk
she wi l l  catch up. Remarkably, she came
near  the top of her  class i n computer  edu-
cati on, having never  seen one before; and
has taught  her sel f to sw i m but ter fly,
having never  been i n a pool  before r each-
i ng Nai robi . But i t ’s not enough for  her. 

“ I  don’t  feel  good. In my school  I  used
to be the best,”  she says. Thi s i s fol lowed
by a note of pol i te defi ance that lands
somewher e between a pr omi se and a
war ni ng: “ They ar e not br i ghter  than me.
They ar e just better  at the moment.”  – The
Independent

Mending women’s bodies and their lives
THERE are many hidden tr agedies i n the
developi ng wor ld, but  none qui te so
hor r i fi c as obstetr i c fi stula. Imagine l i fe
ost r aci sed fr om your  communi ty,
retur ned to your  fami ly by your  husband,
where you eventual ly die degr aded and
alone. 

Your  cr ime? To have spent si x days i n
labour, del ivered a sti l lbor n chi ld the
resul t of which has left you doubly i ncon-
t i nent so body flui ds dr i p constantly, eat-
i ng your  flesh, causing boi ls and excr uci -
ating pain, making you a rotti ng, sti nk ing
outcast. 

Thi s i s the fate of women who suffer
fr om obstetr i c fi stula i n the developing
wor ld, an al l  but for gotten tr agedy. On top
of thi s, i t  i s not considered an i njur y but
a cur se, something for  whi ch God has
puni shed the woman. Stuck i n a smal l
shel ter  wi th no fr i ends or  social  l i fe,
many would r ather  die than conti nue
thei r  l ivi ng hel l .

When Reginald and Cather ine Hamlin
ar r ived i n Ethiopia fr om Sydney 50 year s
ago, they were astounded by what they
found. To the Hamlins, an obstetr i c fi s-
tula was “ an academic r ar i ty” . They had
never  seen the condi t i on. But i n Addi s
A baba, they di scover ed that  i t  was
r elat ively  common. M or eover, i t  was
bl i ght i ng the l i ves of thousands of
women.

Cather i ne Haml i n, who has been
compared to Mother  Teresa, was bor n i n
Sydney. A fter  gr aduat i ng fr om the
Univer si ty of Sydney Medical School, she
took up a r esidency at the Crown Street
Women’s Hospi tal , wher e she met
Reginald.

In 1959, the couple, then mar r i ed and
qual i f i ed as obstet r i c gynaecologi sts,
answered an adver t i n the presti gi ous
Br i t i sh medical  jour nal , The Lancet, to
tr ain physi ci ans and midwives at the
Pr incess Tsehay Memor ial  Hospi tal  i n
Addis Ababa. 

Whi le they pur sued thei r  day jobs, the
couple qui ck ly saw that fi stulas were
devastat i ng the l ives of thousands of
young Ethiopian women – and, by exten-
sion, Ethiopian society.

Ethi opi a has the hi ghest  obstetr i c
fi stula r ate i n sub-Sahar an A fr i ca. The
condi t i on i s a chi ldbi r th i njur y caused
when the pressure of the baby’s head,

often too big to go through the bi r th canal,
cr ushes the bones of the pelvi s, leaving
an opening between the bi r th canal  and
the bladder  or  r ectum, often because the
women i s malnour i shed, too young and
has l ived a l i fe of hardship.

The Hamlins soon changed di r ecti on
and pioneered techniques for  a condi t i on
that previously had no tr eatment. 

By 1964, the couple had establ i shed the
Addis Ababa Fi stula Hospi tal , whi ch i s
sti l l  the only faci l i ty i n the wor ld dedi -
cated to r epai r i ng fi stulas. 

A t  85, and 35 000 women later, 
Dr  Hamlin st i l l  oper ates once a week at
the Addi s Ababa Fi stula Hospi tal , whi ch
she and her  husband, who died i n 1993,
establ i shed. I t  i s an oasi s of calm, beauty,
hope and i nspi r ati on. There are now four

regional  tr eatment centres
ar ound the countr y, w i th
another  under  constr uction,
r un on i nter nati onal  dona-
t i ons so al l  the tr eatment i s
fr ee.

Whi le i t  only takes $100
(about R800) to go to one of
the fi ve fi stu la hospi tal s
located around Ethiopia, i t
can take a far mer  seven to
10 year s to be able to save
that much, and publ i c tr ans-
por tati on i s not an opti on
for  a r eek ing female. 

Instead, women l ive i n
i solated hel l  for  a condi t i on that has al l
but been el iminated i n the developed
wor ld. The fi r st fi stula hospi tal  i n the US

closed i n 1895 (yes, 1895). 
A  2004 epi sode of the

Opr ah Wi nfr ey Show
focused on the problem of
obstetr i c fi stula i n Ethiopia. 

As a r esul t, 17 000 view-
er s donated money and now
on the calm grounds of the
hospi tal  there i s The Opr ah
Wi nfr ey Centr e for  the
Women of Ethiopia, whi ch
opened i n 2005..

I  meet Hamlin i n Addi s.
She has just come fr om sur -
ger y and i nvi tes me i nto the
recepti on, the tukul , r ather

than talk  i n the middle of the garden
where we had met Mamietu Gashe, just
back from the US having received another

honor ar y degree. More than 40 year s ago
she had been a pati ent, now she i s a pr ac-
t i cal  sur geon tr ai ni ng gynaecologi sts,
having completed 1 300 successful  oper a-
t i ons and i s accredi ted i n the UK and the
US. 

Between 10 and 13 sur ger i es are done
per  day i n the lar ge oper ati ng r oom wi th
four  tables. The recover y r oom i s open
wi th r ows of beds, women eati ng, dogs
roaming through, and the only smel l  the
aroma of cooked food.

Mamietu Gashe i s only one of many
stor i es, whi le Hamlin and the women
may not be i n touch, she remember s
almost ever y case. 

More than 98 percent of the women
who come are cured. They retur n to thei r
vi l lages, fi nd new husbands, get pregnant

and many retur n to the hospi tal  to del iver
thei r  babies, whi ch the hospi tal  advi ses
them to do because they wi l l  need a Cae-
sarean secti on.

The sur pr i sing thing i s that the men in
Ethiopia love thei r  wives, and often have
to divor ce them for  pr acti cal  r easons –
they need someone to r ai se the chi ldren,
look after  the house. 

“ Men are sweet to thei r  wives,”  says
Haml i n, th i n and tal l  i n  her  whi te
doctor ’s coat i n the temper ate Addi s
mor ning. 

“ They don’t deser t thei r  wives because
they want to but because they have to. I
have had men come to me and say I  want
her  to be cured because I  love her.”

Hamlin stands beside a painti ng by an
Ethi opi an ar t i st . The br oken, leak i ng
pots represent the women, some as young
as 13, al though chi ld mar r i age i s not a
major  i ssue i n thi s par t of the countr y. A
couple of the eight dogs, who are “ on the
staff ”  r oam around.

What i s i t  that has dr iven Cather i ne
Hamlin for  hal f a centur y? In her  book,
The Hospi tal  by the River, she says that
few of A fr i ca’s hidden tr agedies are as
hor r i fyi ng as the obstetr i c fi stula – not
because of the effects but “ because they
can be successful ly t r eated r elat ively
easi ly” .

Hamlin has been awarded honor ar y
fel lowships by the medical associations of
Austr al i a, the US and England. In 2004,
she received the “ Best Pr acti ces i n Global
Heal th Award”  fr om the Global  Heal th
Counci l . 

And i n 1995, she received Austr al i a’s
highest honour  when she was made a
Companion of the Order  of Austr al i a.

Many year s ago, when the Hamlins
were fi r st star t i ng out, Reg Hamlin wrote
to a prominent businessman who worked
in the oi l  i ndustr y look ing for  funding,
which he received. Hi s letter  began by
saying that whi le the man’s company was
dr i l l i ng holes, Reg and hi s wi fe were
mending them. 

I  ask  Hamlin what had changed for
r ur al  Ethiopian women, many of whom
sti l l  have to walk  for  two days just to get
to a main r oad, i n the past 50 year s? 

Her  answer  i s stark . “ Only that there
are more cases as the populati on has
increased,”  she says.

HARD LIFE: Somali refugees run from the dust at a refugee camp near Dadaab, about 80km from Liboi on the border with Somalia in north-eastern Kenya.
Schoolgirl Fatuma Omar Ismail is a hero in the camps, having escaped the misery to pursue an education. PICTURE: RADU SIGHETI / REUTERS

DETERMINED: Fatuma Omar Ismail is not
intimidated by her leafy surrounds.

Heidi Kingstone speaks to the founder of a hospital that treats obstetric fistulas

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. 

DEDICATED: Catherine
Hamlin, the founder of the
fistula hospital in Ethiopia.


