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CHIAYI CHRISTIAN HOSPITAL 1968-1971

An American physician’s perspective

I was a doctor at Chiayi Christian Hospital during two periods.
The first period was from 1968 to 1971 when I was a young physician
who had just finished his internship. My main role at this time was
to provide support to Dr. Robert Gruys, a Board Certified Surgeon
in his 50’s, who had requested that I give anesthesia to his patients
during surgery. Knowing that I would be doing anesthesia in Chiayi
I had done a special rotation in anesthesia during my internship.
This included special instruction for me in the use of open drop ether
general anesthesia as well as the standard endotracheal halothane
anesthesia through an anesthesia machine.

My second period at Chiayi Christian Hospital was from 1975
to 1979 following 4 years of pediatric residency at Dallas Children’s
Medical Center and the University of Texas Southwestern Medical
School. My role during this period was to establish a department of
Pediatrics at Chiayi Christian Hospital.

Today I would like to talk about the first period from 1968 to
1971 because I feel that it was during this period that Dr. Ditmanson’s
vision of a thriving Christian Hospital in Chiayi was almost lost. A
few of you participated in this period.

In 1968 Chiayi Christian Hospital had reached a critical time.
It had recently expanded from 40 beds to 118 beds. Dr. Ditmanson
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had left for his Orthopedic Residency in the United States. The
hospital occupancy was only about 45%. The financial situation of
the hospital was dismal. Dr. Robert Gruys, an enthusiastic American
surgeon, had arrived for a two year commitment but was very
disappointed with the hospital facilities available to help him do his
work. There was no blood bank. Donors waited in the hall and blood
was only drawn if it was needed. The operating table did not work
properly. Anesthesia was open drop ether through a gauze mask. The
X-ray equipment was 25 to 35 years old. The EKG machine did not
always function. Dr. Gruys said, “It is unbelievable. Like trying to go
to the moon on a four poster bed.”

Together with Dr. I.C. Chang ( Superintendent) , Mr. James
Huang (Business Manager ) and Miss Margaret Friberg (the new
Director of Nursing ) a letter was sent to the Taiwan hospital board
and the supporting American Lutheran Church urgently requesting
a special grant to buy needed medical equipment. They felt that
without the needed equipment the hospital would not be able to
provide adequate medical care and would not provide a Christian
example.

This request was met with a response which is common when
hospital administrations ask for more capital funds. This was to hire
a consultant to evaluate the situation. Dr. James McGilvray of the
Christian Medical Commission of the World Council of Churches was
asked to do the evaluation. He came for two days in the fall of 1969
and subsequently wrote a fairly lengthy report.

Among other things in his report he said:

1.“This hospital is in the wrong location....Such a location

should only commend itself under three conditions, namely,
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that it is the only hospital facility in the general area; that it is
a transfer of an existing hospital which has already achieved
some reputation inside the city itself but now requires room
for expansion; or that the location is immaterial because
the reputation of the doctors or some special facility in the
hospital will attract patients regardless of distance or any other
inconvenience. This latter condition was successfully met in
the case of the Mayo brothers, but one needs the equivalent of
the Mayo’s to make it work.”

2.The expansion of the hospital from 40 to 118 beds was

premature.

3.There were too many expatriate staff (6) and they were very

expensive.

4.The total staff of the hospital was too large.

5.The cost of caring for 1 patient per 24 hours (US $4.47 in

1968 ) was too high.
6.The mobile clinic and polio ward were too expensive and were
a drain on hospital finances.

In conclusion Dr. McGilvray said, “An objective analysis might
lead to the conclusion that this venture into medical work was ill-
conceived and should not have started in this way in the first place.”

Following this report, rather than being discouraged, the hospital
staff, both Chinese and expatriate, seemed energized. Superintendent
Dr. I.C. Chang and his staff quickly responded and wrote a rebuttal
letter to the China Advisory Commission of the American Lutheran
Church.

In regard to the hospital location, they said it was ideal. It was
located on the main highway with convenient transportation. The
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lower cost of land away from the center of the city of Chiayi made
it possible to buy a piece of land large enough for future hospital
expansion. They mentioned that when Mackay hospital was built it
also was in the middle of the rice paddies.

In regard to the “premature” recent hospital expansion, they
noted that if the hospital had not expanded from 40 beds there would
be no room to place the current average 45 patient census or the peak
recent census of 65 patients.

In regard to the claim that the hospital had too many expatriate
staff, they reminded Dr. McGilvray that he himself in a report two
years earlier on “Christian Medical Progress in Taiwan” had written
“He (Dr. Ditmanson) is anxious to secure the services of an
additional expatriate doctor with a specialty particularly in surgery or
pediatrics and we heartily approve this request.” At that time there
were also six expatriate hospital staff.

In regard to the excessive cost of US $ 4.47 to care for one
patient for 24 hours, the staff noted the cost at Mackay hospital during
the same year was US $8.10.

In regard to discontinuing the mobile clinic and polio programs,
the staff insisted these programs at that time were integral to the
mission of the hospital. They could not be discontinued just because
they were not self supporting.

In regard to the hospital being overstaffed, Dr. Chang and his
staff responded that if one assumed a bed occupancy of 60 patients,
then the hospital had 1.4 staff per patient. Changhwa hospital if 100%
full would have 1.4 staff per patient and Mackay hospital had 2.1 staff
per patient.
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Dr. Chang and staff concluded optimistically that if funds
were provided to equip the hospital similar to any general hospital
in Taiwan and if expatriate staff could be maintained, at least for
the present, then there was a good chance that the institution could
become self supporting in the future. Its ability to provide Christian
medical care would be enhanced.

After receiving both Dr. McGilvray’s report and the hospital
staff response, the American Lutheran Church rejected most of
Dr. McGilvray’s assessment and decided to follow the proposal of
Dr. Chang and his staff. A sizable capital grant was given by the
American Lutheran Church. Much needed medical equipment was
obtained to complete the newly expanded hospital.

Over the next few years more Chinese health care workers and
doctors joined the hospital staff. The number of surgical procedures
increased significantly. Anesthesia support improved. Open drop
ether became a thing of the past. The number of X-rays taken
increased. The hospital deficit decreased.

The threat of losing the vision that Dr. Ditmanson had for a
Christian Hospital in Chiayi diminished. American hospital staff
and Chinese hospital staff worked even closer together to make this
hospital function. With the hospital under the leadership of a Chinese
Hospital Superintendent and with the medical support of hospital
physicians such as Dr. B.S. Chen, the community gradually stopped
calling Chiayi Christian Hospital “The American Hospital.”

The continued growth toward the amazing hospital we see today
had begun! I am proud to have been a small part in that growth.
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