INDONESIA, 1997


In February of 1997, two fourth year WVU medical students, Harriet Hadley and Kimberly Bush and I traveled to Indonesia for a four-week rotation.  An Infectious Diseases Fellow at WVU, Dr. Ginamarie Foglia, and my daughter, Alicia, accompanied us.  We spent two weeks in Jakarta discovering the complexities of the government-managed health care system of Indonesia at that time.  Clinics, hospitals, agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGO’s) welcomed us and introduced us to a medical system very different from that of the United States.  In a country that had not yet acknowledged a significant problem with AIDS, an urban non-governmental organization showed us their successful outpatient facility for treating patients infected with HIV and providing them with social and financial support.


After a day’s train ride past rice paddies, lush forests and impoverished towns, we arrived in Yogyakarta for the second two weeks.  Here the students rotated at a mid-level hospital on pediatrics and obstetrics/gynecology.  A special memory is one of some children and their mothers begging to be checked by the “Americana” doctors who were our medical students.  The patients saw our students as providers of health care and hope.


Everywhere we went our Indonesian hosts were gracious, caring and sincere.  They were eager to show us the beauty and diversity of their country while remaining cautious and reserved when discussing their government.  We left with new friendships, gifts, and memories of a culture enriched by its major religions, Islam, Buddhism, and Christianity.  (The largest Buddhist monument in the world is on the island of Java.)


About a year after our stay in Indonesia, the unstable political situation erupted and the country was rocked by violence and uncertainty.  Financial stability was eroded.  In the last few years, the country seemed to be regaining its footing, only to have one of its most eastern provinces devastated by the terrible tsunami in December of 2004.  As I watch reports of this incomprehensible disaster, I remember my visit to this country and the determined people of Indonesia with prayers and respect.
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