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My grandparents were among the
survivors of the 1915 Armenia
Genocide, taking refuge in
Lebanon, where 1 was born. When I was
first invited to visit Armenia in 1986, it was
still part of the Soviet Union. On that first
trip I brought 18 boxes — 800 pounds - of
medical supplies donated by area hospitals,
including St. Joseph Hospital. My goal was
to teach transurethral surgery as I found
out that they did not perform transurethral
procedures. Prostate surgery was done open,
with lots of complications. I was met by
Professor Aghajanian, the country’s chief
urologist, who welcomed me warmly. My
apprehension of going to a “foreign” country
evaporated. During that first visit, 1 was
working with the Armenian urologists 18
to 20 hours a day, performing and teaching
close to 60 various transurethral procedures
over eight working days.

With that trip, I was hooked. I was back
there when the city was under siege by Soviet
troops, major demonstrations were being held
against the regime, and right after their major
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earthquake in 1988 as a member of the
U.S. State Department’s emergency
relief team.

I've been back almost every
year since 1987 to introduce new
concepts and techniques, from cancer
management to female urology. They
have been quick learners and have progressed
rapidly. Because the medical system had
no strong concept of physician/patient
relationships, I also strived to introduce them
to concepts like patient rights, disclosure of
risks and benefits of procedures performed,
quality assurance, etc.

Over the years I’ve sponsored a number
of Armenian urologists to spend time in select
Orange County hospitals to see and learn
new techniques. A few months ago, a senior
Armenian urologist observed advanced
urological surgeries at SJO, including a
robotic prostatectomy performed by my
associates Drs. (Matthew) Greenberger and
(William) Pearce. Not a week passes without
my doing an online consultation requested
by my Armenia colleagues for unusual and
challenging cases, which I greatly enjoy.

Every time I go back I see unmistakable
signs of progress. In earlier years, when an
Armenian citizen had a serious illness, his or
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her first instinct was to head for Russia. Now,
I routinely see foreign patients being treated
in Armenian hospitals. Also, Armenians
living outside of Armenia go there for high
quality and affordable medical care.

A few years ago, a high-ranking political
figure was waiting for me to come and perform
his surgery. I found out it was a routine case
and refused to do it. I told him the doctor there
was as qualified as me for that procedure!
I’ve transferred modern knowledge by being
respectful to the local physicians and without
getting involved in local medical politics. I've
been privileged to do this work while seeing
history in the making. I feel it has made me a
better person and physician. And on top of it I
have earned the gratitude of an entire nation.

Africa Medical Trip for Docs

Have you dreamed of using your medical
talents to serve the poor, care for the sick, and
educate the next generation?

Join Saddleback Church on a two-week
Medical Missions trip to Kenya from March
2-15, 2010. They are looking for MDs who
are flexible and willing to donate their time
to make a difference in Kenya. For more
information, contact Kathy Keener, RN, at
Kathy.Keener@stjoe.org.
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