
We now have thirty-six patients in Ghana undergoing traction and surgery by Dr. Boachie at the 
FOCOS Hospital in Accra, Ghana. We are not fully funded and would greatly appreciate 

contributions - from small gifts to full sponsorships of $20,000 per child. Detailed information 
available on each patient. !

Tax-deductible donations to JDC’s Spine Project can be made via www.Rickhodes.org 
Contact Us: EthiopianSpines@gmail.com 

 Thank you! Rick Hodes, MD and the JDC-Ethiopia Heart and Spine Team

Straightening Ethiopian Spines in Ghana

Photos and histories distributed with permission.

Sintayehu is an ambitious 22-year-old studying engineering. After his father died when he was age 5, 
Sintayehu and his mom moved in with an aunt. Now, the three live in a small mud hut and use a public 
latrine nearby. His mother supports the family as a heavy laborer. As a child, Sintayehu was taunted by 
healthier students about his inability to compete in sports. Three years ago, his life changed in a moment 
when a roadside stranger informed him of Dr. Rick’s spine clinic. Sintayehu has one of our most deformed 
spines, severe scoliosis and over 75% loss of lung function. He’ll need months of traction before surgery, 
but will return with a much healthier spine and eventually will be able to do physical activity. He looks 
forward to returning home, watching Bollywood films with friends, and even starting sports.  

Aynalem is a 16- year old girl from Sebeta, north of Addis Ababa. After losing both parents as a child, she 
moved in with her aunt who works as a day laborer. They live in a rented mud hut, without electricity or 
water. Although her aunt works hard she is unable to pay school fees, and Aynalem is only able to attend 
school through the help of a donor. She has had scoliosis since age 6, has lost over 40% lung function, and 
needs surgery before it progresses. Despite limitations and lowered self-confidence due to teasing at 
school, following surgery in Ghana, she realizes she has a chance to follow her dream to become a doctor.

http://www.rickhodes.org/%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
mailto:EthiopianSpines@gmail.com
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Adane is a 17-year-old who loves to play soccer. His father died last month, but slowly his family is 
adjusting. He lives with his mother, who bakes and sells injera (Ethiopian bread) in order to provide for 
him and his two siblings. The four live in a mud house with one bed, no electricity and no water in a slum 
of Addis Ababa. Adane is in 8th grade and ranks in the top 15% of his class. He loves school, and hopes to 
become an Amharic teacher. His back problem started at age 8, but the first time he came to see us was six 
months ago — his first doctor’s visit ever! He is unable to carry even light objects, and sitting for long 
periods is very painful, making studying difficult. Adane loves soccer, and supports the St. George soccer 
club within Ethiopia and supports Manchester City abroad. After his surgery, he is excited to play, work, 
and study without pain.

Mimi is a friendly 13-year-old from rural Ethiopia who moved to Addis Ababa and works in an uncle’s 
restaurant in the center of the city. She lives with her cousin and his family in one giant concrete room; 
restaurant staff also live there. She had never seen a doctor until a JDC staffer eating at the restaurant 
noted her deformity. We arranged treatment for her spinal TB, and she now has a good chance of 
correcting her 95-degree spine angle. Mimi works to help support her family, but does not like life in the 
restaurant and wishes she could be a full-time student. She is currently in 6th grade and her goal is to 
become a school principal. In her rare free time, Mimi jumps rope with her friends but can only take five 
jumps before tiring. She looks forward to having more energy and studying without pain. 

Foliyana is an adorable 8-year-old with two siblings. Foliyana’s mother is a teacher and her father is a 
school principal, making education very important in her family. She is in first grade and one day hopes to 
become a cardiologist. Foliyana is a dwarf and has had kyphosis (hunchback) for years. Multiple doctor 
visits were of no help, until one day she was referred to us. At school she is often teased by other students 
who say she has a rock on her back. She loves to draw, color, and play computer games. She also plays 
house with her neighbor for hours every day.

Betelhem G, from Addis Ababa, is the youngest of five children. Since her father died nine years ago, her 
mother and brother have gotten jobs as a housemaid and a factory worker to support the family. The six 
live in a two-bedroom house, where Betelhem shares a bed with her mom. She is in twelfth grade, and 
ranked seventh in her class. Her favorite subject is economics and she aims to become an economist. 
Betelhem has severe congenital scoliosis: her spine is shaped like half a heart. She is frequently teased at 
school, and she is unable to run or do physical work. Betelhem loves to watch movies with friends, 
especially comedy. When she is back from Ghana, she wants to continue her education and help her 
family.

Meslomader is a bright 10-year-old who dreams of becoming a doctor. He lives in Sendafa with his 
parents and older brother. His mom is a housewife, and dad runs a tiny roadside shop. Together, the four 
live in a one-room mud house. Despite being teased, Meslomader loves school and ranks in the top ten 
percent of his class. His problems started when he was only one year old. The family consulted five 
physicians who were unable to help him before finding Dr. Rick, who quickly diagnosed congenital 
scoliosis. In Ghana, he will be given "growing rods" and have multiple surgeries in the coming five years. 
The entire family is grateful for the opportunity for surgery and are looking forward to his future.

Helina is a 9-year-old girl from Awassa, six hours south of Addis Ababa. Her father lectures on public 
health at Dila University and is only home on weekends. During the week Helina attends school and 
spends time with her mother and older brother. They live with an aunt in a rented mud house. Helina is in 
3rd grade and ranks fourth in her class. Her back problem – her spine is shaped like an arch – started four 
years ago, and her family consulted seven doctors before finding us. At school Helina is teased because of 
her deformity and does not play with friends because she is embarrassed. Since students make fun of her, 
she is shy about meeting people. She enjoys basketball and plays for a short time before becoming tired. 
After surgery she looks forward to having more energy and confidence and hopes to become a teacher.



Efa is rarely seen not wearing his one blue suit. A bright 10-year-old with two older sisters, they live two 
hours south of Addis Ababa in an extremely rural area. Both parents are subsistence farmers, growing 
wheat, chickpeas, barley, corn, and onions. They live in a mud hut without electricity and sleep on 
mattresses made of mud and straw. Efa dropped out of school due to back pain and helps on the farm 
when he can. He is unable to sit over an hour due to unbearable pain. Two years ago, he was treated at a 
local health center for tuberculosis of the spine. The disease left him with a 90-degree angle in his thoracic 
spine. He would love to restart school after surgery. 

Birhanu is an 18-year-old who dreams of becoming a psychologist. He father died when he was nine, 
leaving behind ten children. Birhanu lives with his mom and two siblings in a single room mud house. He 
shares one mattress with his brother, while his mother and sister share the other. Birhanu is in 9th grade, 
but studies from home because he works as a shoe-shiner during the day to help support his family. He 
goes into school to take his exams and is in the top ten percent of his class. His spine problems began at 
age five and have progressively worsened until now his spine is so twisted that it is shaped like half a 
heart. After seeing several physicians who were unable to help, one doctor referred him to Dr. Rick. 
Birhanu loves soccer but is unable to run due to shortness of breath. Instead, he watches his friends play. 
He really wants to get his life back on track after surgery.

Betelhem B. is an 18-year-old from Addis Ababa with two older siblings. After her father died, Betelhem's 
mom began working as a housemaid to support the family. Betelhem is in 12th grade, especially enjoys her 
classes on politics, and aims to become a lawyer. She has congenital kyphosis (hunchback) and frequent 
teasing has limited her confidence causing her to be somewhat quiet. At home she enjoys relaxing and 
watching movies with friends. In her free time, Betelhem loves to write poetry. After her surgery, she is 
excited to have the confidence to share her work.

Tigist is a confident 22-year-old who has been an orphan for five years. She enjoys watching movies, 
listening to music and reading, especially psychology books. Because of her medical condition, TB of the 
spine, and the limited lung function caused by it, walking to school became too difficult and she was 
forced to drop out. Although students continuously teased her about her deformity, Tigist still walks with 
confidence. She first saw a doctor at the university hospital in Addis Ababa, where another patient 
referred her to Dr Rick. She works as a librarian, but plans to become a journalist after surgery.

Yalemdar is an orphan from Debre Berhan, two hours outside Addis Ababa. His aunt works as a house 
maid to support Yalemdar and his cousins, all of whom live together in a mud hut. His back problem 
started at age 8 and is progressively worsening. At present, he’s lost over half his lung function. Yalemdar 
has been a patient of Dr. Rick's for many years and travels back and forth from his village for each visit. 
People distance themselves from him because of his marked curvature and he has been constantly teased 
by other children. A tenth grade student, he would like to become a chauffeur, but has back pains when he 
sits for long periods. He is optimistic about surgery.

Abebayehu is a 16-year-old from Arusi, twelve hours from Addis Ababa. He lives with his parents and six 
siblings in a small mud hut. They have no latrine, electricity or water. Both of his parents are farmers, and 
Abebayehu helps as much as his disease will allow. He has had pain for years, but traditional healers in the 
countryside were of no help. Luckily, a neighbor of his had successful spine surgery with us and referred 
him to our clinic. Abebayehu has marked scoliosis and has lost nearly two-thirds of his lung function. He is 
excited about the possibilities surgery will open up for him and one day hopes to become a doctor.

Photos and histories distributed with permission.



Hana is a 6-year-old with a beautiful smile who lives with her parents and two older brothers. Her dad 
supports her family as a small business owner. Hana is currently in kindergarten, loves her English and 
writing classes, yellow flowers, and spending time outdoors. Her scoliosis deformity began at just seven 
months of age and surgery at a local hospital fused several abnormal vertebrae, but did not arrest the 
progressive deformity. She was referred to Dr. Rick by her previous doctor and is looking forward to 
continuing her english studies and playing with her friends when she returns from Ghana.

Tsion is a 22-year-old from Addis Ababa. She lives with her parents and three siblings in a mud house. 
Her father is a security guard, and her mother is a secretary. Tsion trained in school as a computer 
technician. She has multiple congenital deformities with a horseshoe-shaped curve in her spine, which 
causes her frequent pain. Other doctors told Tsion that there was no treatment for her condition, but a 
person on the street referred her to our clinic. Frequent teasing has affected her self-confidence, but after 
her surgery, she is excited to go back to school and pursue her dream of becoming a fashion designer.

Zinet is an accountant in her twenties in Addis Ababa. A traditional Moslem, she helps support her mom 
and five siblings. She was diagnosed with polio at age 5, and walks slowly with crutches and heavy metal 
leg braces. Zinet is lucky to be surrounded by supportive family and friends, however not everyone has 
been so kind. A school director told her that because the classroom building had stairs, she was better off 
staying home. Zinet proved them all wrong, graduating at the top of her class. After surgery she is excited 
to be able to live without pain and continue to help for her family.

Anteneh is an only child from Nazaret, several hours south of Addis Ababa. He lives with his father, a retired 
soldier, and his mother. An eighth-grade student, his favorite class is information technology. Anteneh's spine has 
grown progressively more twisted since age five. Although he loves soccer, he is unable to play because he has 
lost nearly two-thirds of his lung function. After his surgery, Anteneh is excited to be able to play sports without 
having to sit on the sidelines. His goal is to become a doctor and help kids like himself.

Tesfaye is a talented artist, husband, and teacher. He currently works at an art school, and his wife is 
studying special education. They are anxiously awaiting the birth of their first child. Tesfaye contracted 
polio at age five, and quickly lost the ability to walk. Traditional healers and holy water were not helpful, 
so he moved to Addis to live with his grandfather and learn how to walk with crutches and heavy metal 
braces. Two years ago Dr. Rick's son, Mesfin, saw Tesfaye in a cafe and told him about his father’s work. 
Tesfaye plans to use his experience in Ghana as inspiration for his artwork, and do an art exhibit focusing 
on the physical body. The Modern Art Museum recently gave Tesfaye an award for the originality of his 
work.

Kuma is a hard-working 21-year-old living in Awash, four hours southeast of Addis Ababa. He moved 
away from his parents at a young age because there was no school nearby. Kuma is in tenth grade and 
works at a bar on the weekends to support himself. His father died a few years ago and his mother 
struggles to support herself on a farm. His spine problems started at age ten, when he was diagnosed with 
tuberculosis of the spine. Luckily, another patient told him about our clinic. He is often in pain, and has 
difficulty sitting and sleeping, which makes school very difficult. After his surgery he aims to become a 
doctor.
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Zinash is a 22-year-old with six older siblings. Her entire family lives in a small condo in Addis Ababa. 
While her mother stays home caring for them, Zinash’s father works at a local bank. She finished school 
after tenth grade and currently works as an office assistant. Her back problem started when she was just 
eleven months old and has caused lifelong breathing issues. She will need many months of traction before 
surgery. One of our most deformed patients with ultra-severe scoliosis, she has lost 73% lung capacity! 
Despite this, she maintains confidence and a constant smile. Zinash loves reading and listening to a variety 
of music. After surgery she is looking forward to having more energy and getting her own job to help 
support her family. 

Tesfalem is a highly curious 11-year-old boy. He lives with his aunt and five cousins in a mud hut in 
Axum, Ethiopia, a three-day bus ride from the capital. His father departed at an early age, and his mom 
lives too far from a school for Tesfalem to attend every day. Despite this, he is in fourth grade, and his 
favorite classes are math and English. His back problems started at age eight, and his family tried to treat 
him with traditional medicines and holy water. An American missionary brought him to Dr. Rick, who 
diagnosed spinal TB and arranged for treatment. Tesfalem loves to run and play soccer, but back pain 
limits his activities. He has a severely collapsed back with a 100-degree angle and is the fifth small boy 
we've treated with a major TB deformity in recent years. After surgery, he wants to invite everyone who 
helped him in life to a party and thank them.

Betelhem M. is a 22-year-old university student. An observant Moslem, her life changed forever when her 
father suddenly died weeks ago. A carpenter, he was the family's sole provider, and they are currently 
trying to find new means of support. Her mother started selling drinks from a stall and her three siblings 
are job hunting. They rent a tiny two-room house in Addis Ababa’s central market. Betelhem is studying 
computational science. Her spine deformity began at age four, and multiple doctors were of no help. Now 
she has severe scoliosis, about a 90 degree angle, and has lost over half her lung function. She struggles 
and is unable to run, sit for long periods, or do physical labor. Betelhem is excited about having more 
strength and more friends.

Mitin is a compassionate 18-year-old. Orphaned quite young, she was raised in Addis Ababa by an aunt's 
family. For a while, she dropped out of school due to bullying. Students teased her at school and even 
waited outside to make fun of her on the walk home. These hardships, however, could not stop her desire 
to finish her education. Back in school, Mitin speaks both Amharic and Gedo, and her favorite subject is 
math. Mitin hopes to be an elementary teacher and help students who are bullied. Her back problem 
started eight years ago and has grown progressively worse. She has a marked V-shape to her spine and has 
lost one-third of her lung function. People on the streets of Addis referred her to our clinic, and she is 
excited about the possibilities her surgery will open up for her future.
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