I first heard about Rick Hodes when I was sent an article about him from a friend who heard I was going to Ethiopia.  I was very impressed by what I read and was very curious and motivated to meet Dr. Rick (as he is known). Coincidentally, when one of my neighbors found out I was going to be photographing  in Ethiopia, he also mentioned Rick’s name and as he had met him in Ethiopia, kindly sent me an email introduction. One last piece of synchronicity: I attended a lecture by AbrahamVerghese, a professor of medicine at Stanford, who had recently written a novel, Cutting for Stone, which takes place in Ethiopia where the author was raised. Dr. Verghese also suggested that I meet Rick, so it seems to have been destined. 

When I contacted Rick on his cell phone to let him know when I would be in Addis Ababa, he was warm and kind and immediately invited us over for Shabbat dinner. My wife, who hadn’t read the article about Dr. Rick, was expecting to find a traditional family, but when we found his home, we were greeted by a few dogs that seemed to bark in Amharic and a group of school age children, all of whom had some form of physical disabilities. Rick didn’t show up another 20 minutes and when he did he came with an entourage- a few young Harvard trained doctors, a well known Israeli doctor, an Israeli health worker Ramot Adi and Roger, an American student aide. We formed a circle, holding hands, sang “If I Had a Hammer,” did some Shabbat blessings, introduced ourselves and proceeded to have a lively discussion, mostly on medical matters. The Israeli doctor, Zvi Bentwich, prodded Rick to publish his medical work, as he had more experience with deformed spines than anyone else in the world.  Rick said he would like to but had too many patients to see. Roger, who was like a great big St. Bernard puppy, was hoping to go to medical school and was enthusiastically explaining all medical things that were a bit vague to us. He made a point of mentioning how Dr. Rick is amazing at doing physical exams- how he can discern medical conditions from using his hands and listening with his stethoscope and how he was able to diagnose a heart defect that most doctors in the U.S. would be incapable of doing.  In current high tech medical practice patients would be sent out for a scan and doctors would read the test results. 

The next morning Dr. Rick kindly invited us to visit him at Mother Theresa’s Hospital. I mentioned that I wanted to do something with my photography to help him in any way I could and we came up with the idea of photographing the 10 kids who were being sent to Ghana for back surgery. So we arrived at the hospital and  waited the usual 20 minutes for Dr. Rick to arrive.  He was immediately greeted by many patients who had been waiting to see him. A woman came in with a tumor on her jaw that was enormous. At first, I turned my head away and instinctively closed my eyes. But Rick was so kind and compassionate and I was moved to photograph him and the way he related to this woman. After this a man came in with very disfiguring spinal tuberculosis. Rick ascertained that he was able to work and earn a living and that he was stable enough that medical intervention wasn’t a necessity. I imagine that he has to do triage all the time, determining who gets surgery and who doesn’t. The next patient, a woman, was diagnosed with a heart problem that would require her to stay at the hospital for an extended period. This was a big decision for her as she had traveled a long distance to see Dr. Rick ( it turns out that many patients do- they hear of him from all over Ethiopia and come with great expectations). She decided to stay.

Another women carried a baby who looked very ill. Dr. Rick examined the baby and concluded that there was nothing wrong with her that he could treat. With some help from a translator, he determined that the baby was more than 18 months old and had been fed only breastmilk and so was extremely malnourished. He explained to the mother that she had to give the baby solid food.

We finally got to the children who were being sent to Ghana for spinal surgery. 

Rick carefully reviewed some of their records and made sure the kids knew what to expect. Each surgery costs $12k and has additionally, people must accompany and care for these patients during their extended stay in Ghana. There was one young girl who really touched my heart. Her torso was terribly deformed, but she was very bright and could speak English quite eloquently. Her name was Mieraf and she clearly was one of Rick’s favorites. He explained to Mieraf that after the surgery she would be very beautiful and all the boys will be after her, but she had to promise him that she would not marry until she finished college. She assured him that she wouldn’t as she wanted to be a doctor who treats patients with scoliosis.

I usually keep my emotions in check when I am photographing but that evening when I was reviewing the photos of Mieraf, I burst into tears. I made a commitment to myself to help with his work and in that sense, I feel privileged to contribute to the book you are writing. Today I heard from Rick and asked him how the kids were doing- here is what he wrote:

“The kids are doing OK in Ghana. Mieraf is the star - she met with the surgical team and told them she wants to be a scoliosis specialist, and they melted. She has had a rough time, but today was transferred out of the ICU to the ward, and is going in the right direction.”

Before meeting Rick, I had been photographing in various rural medical clinics in the northern part of Ethiopia. Even though I have traveled quite a bit in the Third World, I was very affected by the depth of poverty and lack of infrastructure that I found in Ethiopia. It was almost biblical in nature. Contemplating the solutions that would get a society out of this deep quagmire of poverty left me with a feeling hopelessness.   Meeting Dr. Rick and seeing him work his miracles one by one really was the best medicine I could have had to restore my faith in the ability of a a motivated individual to make such a profound difference in people’s lives. He heals more than the people he actually touches.  

