
We now have seventeen patients in India undergoing heart procedures by Dr. Krishna at the 
AIMS - Amrita Hospital in Cochin, India. We are not fully funded and would greatly appreciate 
contributions - from small gifts to full sponsorships of $5,000 per child. Detailed information is 

available on each patient. 

Tax-deductible donations to JDC’s Heart and 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 

Repairing Ethiopian Hearts in India
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Radiet is a 14 year-old boy from a village outside of Debra Tabor, in northwest 
Ethiopia. The youngest of five children, he lives with his parents, illiterate farmers, 
in a mud home. Although there is no electricity or running water, he loves the 
simplicity of his village. Radiet studied hard – he was in the top 15% of his class, but 
stopped school in 5th grade, 2 years ago, because the 2 hour walk was impossible, 
due to increasing shortness of breath. Various local clinics were of no help. In 
desperation, he came to Addis Ababa, where he met one of our patients and learned 
about our heart program. We diagnosed mixed rheumatic mitral valve disease (MS/
MR). Without valve replacement, his life will be short and filled with suffering. 
However, valve replacement requires lifelong anti-coagulation (blood thinners) and 
frequent monitoring. Although this cannot be done in his village, our clinic provides 
this, at no cost. Luckily, Radiet has an aunt in Addis Ababa, and he has moved in 
with her family. She commented, “life in Addis is tough, but he is our cousin and we 
have to help. We are so happy to do this.”  Radiet’s goal now is to return to Ethiopia 
healthy, then start school and become a doctor. 



Medina is a 25 year-old woman from Addis Ababa. Her father died when she was a 
baby. She lives with her mother and two brothers in a one-room mud house without 
water. After high school, Medina graduated from secretary school and worked for a 
travel agency for two years. With a narrowed mitral valve (she has mitral stenosis 
with valve area of .78 cm2), she had a sudden stroke, which paralyzed the right side 
of her body. For one month she could not speak. Although she has now recovered, 
her husband left her because of her illness. She prays frequently at her local mosque, 
asking for surgical help. She has spent 11 years on a waiting list for surgery at the 
university hospital here.  Medina’s neighbor, a spine patient, brought her to us. We 
are excited to be able to help Medina get treatment so she can return to work. 
Doctors are planning a balloon procedure to open her valve. 

Tigist is a 20 year-old woman, from the Gurage region, eight hours outside of Addis 
Ababa. There, she lived with her parents in a mud home without running water, with 
her seven siblings. She walked three hours to school, and managed to finish 10th 
grade in the top quarter of her class. Her dad is a farmer with a 3rd grade education. 
After developing shortness of breath and weakness, she moved to Addis Ababa to 
live with her aunt and attend school. A spine patient brought her to us, and we 
diagnosed a dangerously narrowed mitral valve (mitral stenosis with an area of .5 
cm2 – normal is 4 cm2). A balloon procedure should help her problem. She plans to 
watch many Bollywood movies while recovering in India, and then will restart 
school in Ethiopia. “Then I’ll decide what to do,” she said firmly. 

Fasika, 20, is from a small village in Wello, 1000 kilometers north of 
Addis Ababa. The daughter of farmers, she grew up in a mud home with no 
electricity.  Three years ago, her breathing problems began, and she dropped out of 
10th grade because the 30 minute walk to school was exhausting. With no clinic 
nearby, she left her village and took the 3-day bus ride to Addis Ababa. She moved in 
with her aunt and uncle, a hospital technician, who referred her to Dr. Rick, who 
diagnosed mitral stenosis, with a valve area of .54 cm2 (normal is 4 cm2). This 
should be corrected with a balloon procedure. Her goal is to restart school and 
eventually enter the medical field. 
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Yehune is a 20 year-old student from Gojjam in northwest Ethiopia. He is studying 
mechanical engineering at Asosa University. His father died thirteen years ago and 
his mom took over the family plot of land to support her four children. He was a top 
student, ranking 6 out of 80 students in high school. He managed to walk three 
miles to school. But a few years ago, he became fatigued and could barely walk half 
a mile. He came to Mother Teresa’s Mission in Addis Ababa, where Dr. Rick 
diagnosed severe narrowing of the mitral valve (mitral stenosis, area of .97 cm2, 
normal is 4 cm2). He is a great candidate for a balloon procedure to reopen his valve 
so he can return to school. “My goal is to restart school now,” he says with purpose. 
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Kidus is a 19 year-old boy from Addis Ababa, the son of a taxi driver, and the oldest 
of 3 boys. He is in the top third of his 10th grade class. Kidus loved playing soccer. 
He even has studied Tai Kwan Do. Three years ago, he developed chest pain and 
fatigue. As a result, he stopped playing sports. Doctors at the university hospital 
diagnosed a bad heart valve. When another patient referred him to us, Dr. Rick 
noted that the aortic valve had a huge leak (aortic regurgitation) but his heart was 
still strong. He is a great candidate for valve replacement. His goal – to study 
photography and have his own photo studio- and to play soccer like his hero, Lionell 
Messi. 

Aster is a thoughtful 19 year-old from Nazret, outside Addis Ababa. 
From an early age, she grew up with her grandmother; her parents moved to Addis 
Ababa for work and found life difficult, so they kept her there. When she was 8, she 
lost strength, and in 7th grade, she dropped out of school, unable to walk the 2 
miles to school. She loved going to school, where her favorite subject was Amharic. 
A woman in a taxi referred her to us: we diagnosed sinus venosus ASD (a hole 
connecting two atria). Recently her father died. Her mom supports the family as a 
cook in a small restaurant, making $40 per month, and works as a housemaid. “My 
goal is to return to school and support my family,” Aster says with determination. 

Ferehiwot is a 23 year-old from Addis Ababa, one of 5 kids, who loves reading and 
movies - especially romantic comedies. Before her health declined, she was a 
university student, studying computers. Her dad died 8 years ago; a brother working 
as a driver supports the entire family. Several years ago, she developed shortness of 
breath, forcing her to leave school. No physician could help her. But on a city bus, 
one day, a woman told her about our work. Dr. Rick diagnosed severe mitral stenosis 
– a narrowed mitral valve (area .9 cm2, normal is 4 cm2). A balloon procedure 
should open the valve. “My life is on-hold,” she told us, “I need to restart school.”  

Abebe is a small, 10-year-old boy from rural Gondar, where he lives in a small mud 
hut without electricity or running water. From an early age he’s had serious heart 
problems: he’s missing about half the oxygen in his blood, which is even worse at our 
8000 ft. elevation. As a result, after only a few steps, he tires and has to rest. When 
he was in kindergarten, he had to drop out of school. His dedicated father, a farmer, 
took him to physicians in Gondar and Addis Ababa who could not help. In Addis 
Ababa, living at Mother Teresa’s Mission for Sick and Dying Destitutes, Dr. Rick 
diagnosed transposition of the great arteries and pulmonic stenosis. After surgery, 
Abebe should be able to walk easily, for the first time in his life. His goal: “to start 
school. Soon!” 

Leul is a friendly 5 year-old kindergarten student from Addis Ababa. He loves 
kicking the soccer ball with his friends, and watching Tom and Jerry on TV. Five 
months ago his parents noticed Leul was getting tired easily and frequently 
coughing. Doctors did an ultrasound and diagnosed Leul with atrial septal defect, a 
hole between two chambers of the heart. A heart patient connected him to us. Leul is 
excited to fly for the first time. We smile as we imagine him walking down the aisle 
of the plane, greeting passengers. A procedure should fix this hole, for good. 
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Tsedey is a friendly 13 year-old girl, from Kaliti, a neighborhood in Addis Ababa. 
She is the fourth of five kids, her dad is a stoneworker, and her mom bakes and sells 
injera, the local spongy bread. Tsedey came to us nearly two years ago with 
weakness and shortness of breath, and was recommended by one of our spine 
patients. Dr. Rick diagnosed severe mitral regurgitation, a consequence of rheumatic 
fever. Although medication has helped her, her only solution is valve replacement. 
She’s been on a waiting list at the university hospital for four years. Tsedey loves 
school, especially math. In 6th grade, she is #2 in her class of 59. Despite hardships, 
she has a constant smile on her face, and always wears a large wooden cross, blessed 
by a priest here. She eventually hopes to become an engineer or a doctor.  

Matios, 27, is studying biomedical engineering at Jimma University. His dad was a 
merchant, and he is the sixth out of nine children in his family. Eleven years ago, 
with American funding, he underwent mitral valve replacement in India. He has 
done well; he finished high school, and is enrolled in university, which he takes very 
seriously. One of his brothers, an engineer, helps support the family. Recently he has 
had increasing chest pain and shortness of breath. Repeat echocardiograms show 
new tissue growth, requiring valve replacement. Matios wants to do this as fast as 
possible, so he can restart school. “I’m not a child,” he said, “I need to finish school 
sooner,” he said with dedication. 

Kerod is a 15 year-old boy from the Gurage region, 7 hours from Addis Ababa. There, 
he lived in a 3-room mud house with only three light bulbs. His dad works in a mill, 
and his mom teaches first grade. Kerod is about to start ninth grade. He loved playing 
soccer, watching movies in English – Captain Phillips is his favorite – and reading 
fiction books in Amharic. In school, his favorite subject is biology, and he ranks in the 
top 5% of his class. A year ago, he developed weakness, and stopped playing soccer. 
Having coughing fits, his parents took him to the university hospital in Addis Ababa, 
and a patient there referred him to us. Dr. Rick diagnosed subaortic stenosis. Kerod 
may benefit from valve repair, or else valve replacement. Then his goal – to play 
soccer “full-strength” with friends, and become a heart doctor. “I want to help 
patients with my problem,” he says with determination. 

Tariqua is a 40 year-old married women and the mother of a 17 year-old daughter 
and 14 year-old son. She is a high school graduate. She met her husband when they 
were both working in a hotel – she was a cashier. Her heart problems started with 
the birth of her son. She was forced to quit work. She sleeps with 3 pillows propped 
up to breathe. A cardiologist misdiagnosed a mixed mitral lesion (stenosis and 
regurgitation), requiring valve replacement. However, when she came to us, referred 
by nuns at Mother Teresa’s Mission, Dr. Rick proved the first diagnosis wrong – she 
had only a narrowed “stenotic” murmur. This has a better prognosis – a mitral valve 
with an area of .86 that she has can be opened with a balloon procedure. Now, 
however, she cannot carry, bend, or walk far. After treatment, she wants to start a 
tiny grocery store. “My daughter is starting university, studying engineering,” she 
said, “With God’s help, I’ll see her graduate,” she exclaimed, “you are my only hope.” 



Betelehem is an 18 year-old from Bale Goba, 11 hours from Addis Ababa. She is the 
second of five kids. Her dad is a plumber. When she was very young, her parents took 
noticed her heartbeat was very rapid. A doctor prescribed medicine, but it did not 
help. A neighbor suggested daily papaya and oranges – again without success. She 
managed to walk 90 minutes to school each way, and she finished 8th grade in the 
top 20% of her class. Finally, her parents made the long trip to Addis Ababa, where 
they found Dr. Rick. He diagnosed a huge PDA – patent ductus arteriosus (a fetal 
blood vessel which normally closes at birth). This will be fixed by a procedure in 
India. Betelehem cannot wait to get surgery so she can return to school. Afterwards, 
she plans to study hard and become a doctor. 
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Hanan is a 13 year-old orphan girl from Kibre Mengist in the north Oromia, 280 
miles from Addis Ababa. She and her two younger sisters live with their 24 year-old 
unmarried uncle, a construction worker. Their father died repelling the Eritrean 
invasion 11 years ago, and their mother died of TB 4 years-ago. We sat with 
ShewaAli, her uncle. He explained: “I was an orphan by age 11, raised by my 
grandmother. I worked as a laborer every day after school to support my family. I 
believe in God. I can’t abandon my sister’s children. Whenever I am in the mosque, I 
pray for their health.” He explained that they are staying in a hotel here in Addis, 
paying $3.50 a night. “I have enough money for 1 more day,” he said. As he told his 
story, he cried.  !
He told us about Hanan: She finished 3rd grade at the top of her class; she loved 
school, playing jump rope, and Akukulu (the Ethiopian hide-and-seek) with her 
sisters. Her favorite subject is math and she aspires to be a cardiologist.  Two years 
ago, everything changed: she became increasingly fatigued and stopped school, 
unable to make the 20-minute walk. She also stopped observing the Moslem holiday 
of Ramadan because of her weakness. Her personality changed – she was happy 
before, now she never smiles and angers easily. Doctors at the university hospital 
recommended surgery, but were unable to help. Someone referred her to us. Dr. Rick 
diagnosed tight mitral stenosis (an area of .6 cm2– normal is 4 cm2). She will benefit 
from a balloon procedure. Now, for the first time in years, she has a chance for a 
new life. “She wants to be a doctor,” ShewaAli said. He continued “I know she can 

Kenaw is a bright, 24 year-old nurse at Maksegnit Health Center, thirty miles from 
Gondar. The son of farmers, he was born in a mud home without electricity, 
delivered by a cousin. He is the only person in his family of six with an education. 
Kenaw developed a passion for health and helping others from an early age, when 
he began having heart problems. He managed to graduate from nursing school and 
is now in a bachelor’s degree RN program. He makes $65 each month, and gives 
twenty percent of his salary to his parents. His family lives in a village 90 minutes 
away. Because Kenaw is unable to walk distances, his family walks the 90 minutes to 
visit him every week. His 18 year-old nephew, a high school student, lives with him 
and does the shopping. We diagnosed mitral valve disease (MS+MR) and feel he is a 
great candidate for valve replacement. We are his only hope. “Now I feel like I have 
a future,” he told us.


