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It Happens Every

March in Honduras

Celebrating the 40th Anniversary
of the Hemwall Honduran Program
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ABSTRACT

The Hackett-Hemwall Foundation organizes a medical
mission training course every March. JOP columnist
and Prolotherapist, Gary B. Clark, MD, MPA, reviews the
fortieth anniversary of the Hemwall Honduran program,
which occurred in March 2009. The HHF course is the
largest Prolotherapy training program of its kind. This
physician group provides medical care to over 4,000
Honduran patients annually. Dr. Clark’s article reflects
on the history of the program, along with how far it has
come and continues to reach.
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n rural Honduras, women often bear many children
I and work very hard for their entire lives, providing

the necessary help to their families that only a mother
can give. These women have no 401k retirement funds or
paid vacations. If such a woman becomes disabled, she
cannot hire a nanny to take her place—if she works at all,
she already works as the nanny. So, if’ such a woman ails,
her entire family suffers.

Such was the case last March for a 60-year-old woman
who stoically limped into the Honduran Red Cross (Crus
Rojas Hondurena) clinic in La Ceiba, Honduras. Yes,
she limped—-but she had the fire in her eye of pride and
independence. She had walked all the way to the intra-
city clinic from her rural village outside of La Ceiba. Her
painful gait was caused by a sore and swollen knee.

The limp-provoking knee had weighed down this woman
for twenty aching years while she unfailingly continued
her daily chores and supported her family’s needs. It had
been plaguing her daily existence for all that time, slowly
but surely becoming progressively worse as each year
went by—an all too common story in rural Honduras.
But, in the matter of just the next hour, the cause of her

knee disability would be specifically diagnosed by careful
history and physical examination and set upon the course
of healing by a simple, almost painless injection technique
wielded by an American physician.

Every March a select team of over 100 dedicated doctors
and health-care workers from the United States, Canada,
and several other countries of the world visits La Ceiba
and two other small towns near the northern Honduran
Caribbean coast. Over three weeks, this team of doctors,
nurses, technicians, interpreters, and other dedicated
volunteers provides careful treatment to over 3,000
patients with multi-joint injury, complicated varicose vein
disease, dental disease, and otolaryngologic disease. At
the same time that qualified physicians are performing
the treatments, they are being guided by mentors, one-
on-one. You can figure out the workload performed in a
hot, tropical climate and, at the same time, having to work
through a volunteer interpreter. As one well-seasoned but
first-year doc put it: “Wow! I haven’t worked so hard since
internship! This is fabulous!”

It happens every March in Honduras.

Left to right: With their indispensable Honduran interpreter,
Gary B. Clark, MD, and Joseph P. Mullane, MD, treat a
patient’s knee for multiple ligament sprain injuries.

So, why Honduras? In 1968, Gus Hemwall, an MD
Prolotherapist from the Chicago area, met a Honduran
pediatrician at a medical meeting in the United States.
The Honduran physician was not only from the coastal
town of La Ceiba but just happened to be the Vice
President of Honduras. The Honduran doctor invited
Gus to bring Prolotherapy to La Ceiba. On that invitation,
Dr. Hemwall first visited La Ceiba in 1968 and met Lester
and Margaret Beckman. Lester “Beck” Beckman was
Assistant General Manager for Dole Fruit Company at
the time.
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That first visit spurred Gus to organizing a yearly trip
with like-motivated physicians to La Ceiba. Aided by the
Beckmans, the Dole Fruit Company, and the Honduran
Red Cross, this small band of philanthropic doctors
began making a difference in the lives of the rural and
urban Honduran people. From the very beginning, the
Beckman’s were staunch supporters of the Honduran
medical project, offering their time, their home, and their
fortune. Since then, many a physician has learned and, in
turn, has taught the basics of Prolotherapy aided initially
by American and Canadian teachers, armed with Netter’s
Anatomy and a rickety old skeleton—all nestled under
the welcome shade of the huge mango tree in Lester’s
and Margaret’s backyard.

. . -
Left to right: Chet Hermansen, Margaret Beckman, Mary
Doherty, and Jeffery Patterson, DO, as Jeff acknowledges
Margaret’s forty years of gracious service to HHF and the
Honduran people.

Gus planned the first medical project for later in September
1968. However, as Margaret relates the story, it was very
rainy at that time, so the first project was rescheduled
for March 1969. There were only 7 people on the first
medical mission trip. But, it was not too long before the
project eventually became much larger and very diverse
in its organization. In its largest year, there were 150
MDs, DDSs, RNs, engineers, medical assistants, drivers,
and cooks and the medical care provided was of a broad
medical-surgical spectrum.

Jeff Patterson’s first year in Honduras was in 1987, when
he served in the small coastal town of Tela on invitation
by Dr. Hemwall. In 1994, Dr. Hemwall refocused the
project on providing just Prolotherapy and Vein Therapy.
Dr. Hemwall’s last year in La Ceiba was 1997. In 1998,
Gus Hemwall died while attending a Prolotherapy
conference.

Dr. Hemwall always conducted the Honduran gathering
in a medical mission style. This style has been carried on
by Jeft Patterson as much as possible. Through 2005, it was
common for the entire group to assemble at Margaret’s
home for supper after a very long day’s work—before
the 1-2 hour long evening didactic Prolotherapy lecture.
The entire group would always pause around Margaret’s
dining room table—heavily laden with that evening’s
scrumptious meal—to give united thanks for their good
fortune to be in the succor of Margaret’s home and to be
able to help the Honduran people. That evening dinner
grace has been led by healthcare providers of many
spiritual persuasions.

X o
Honduran patient receiving Prolotherapy to the neck and
thoracic spine. “Kids, don't try this at home.”

The Hackett-Hemwall Honduran Program now includes
three treatment locations:

* La Ceiba is a city of approximately 100,000 people,
lying at the foot of 5000 feet Pico Bonito, and still a
major banana port. The work there is sponsored by the
local Honduran Red Cross.

* Tela, of approximately 50,000 people, is a seaside
town and former home of the Tela Railroad Company,
producers of Chiquita Bananas. The work there is
sponsored by the Tela Evangelical Church.

* Olanchito, of approximately 30,000 people, is located
further inland within the mountains. The work there is
sponsored by the Sociedad de Agriculturores y Gandares
de Olanchito.

Dr. Hemwall’s pioneering efforts have since continued
through the Hackett-Hemwall Foundation (HHF), which
continues Gus’ dream for the Hondurans and other
nationalities. The Foundation is led by a handful of
dedicated osteopathic and medical doctors centered in
Madison, Wisconsin, under the direction of Dr. Jeffrey
Patterson, administrated by Mary Doherty, and supported
academically by the University of Wisconsin. HHF has
grown to include healthcare work in Honduras, Mexico,
and the Philippines.
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The Foundation has 3 basic goals: education, research, and
medical care. In keeping with its goal of education, their
Prolotherapy Program is the largest training program of
its kind in the world. HHF considers Prolotherapy as a
surgical subspecialty that requires significant education
and practical hands-on training to perform really
well. Consequently, HHF strives to provide the best
Prolotherapy training available to physicians anywhere
in the world. Over the years, the Foundation has trained
hundreds of physicians in Prolotherapy from eighteen
different countries.

The HHF Vein Program, under the direction of Rick
Owens, MD, 1s expanding and providing similar education
and clinical care. Dr. Owens has brought his and other
phlebologists’ expertise to provide ultrasound-guided
vein sclerosis to the Honduran people using the most
up-to-date vein sclerosing techniques. Physicians from
across the United States and Canada travel with their
ultrasound machines to share their knowledge and skills
and to treat hundreds of extremely needy patients with
horribly severe varicose vein disease—you have to see one
of these weeping, crusted ulcers to realize what “horrible”
really means. The HHF EN'T program (which occurs in
February) is under the direction of Michael McDonald,
MD. The Dental Program is under the direction of Dana
Lubet, DDS.

Left to right: Irene Briceno, MD, and Stephen Cavillino, MD,
perform cervical spine Prolotherapy.

HHTF has fostered a working relationship with the medical
school in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, to train anesthesiology
residents—much through the continuous effort of Dan
Wert, DO. HHF is actively establishing relationships with
medical schools in Honduras, Nicaragua and Guadalajara,
Mexico. Likewise, HHI has fostered excellent working
relationships with local Honduran physicians who receive
HHTF training in joint and vein therapies.

In supporting research, HHF continues to fund ongoing
basic and clinical research in Prolotherapy.

In providing medical care, HHF is currently providing
medical care to approximately 4,000 Honduran patients
yearly, providing Prolotherapy, Vein Sclerosing, ENT
Surgery and Dental Care. In addition, HHF works with
local Honduran schools and hospitals, providing them
with supply and logistical needs. HHF is following suit
in Mexico and the Philippines, treating hundreds more
there, as well.

As for the 60-year-spry Honduran lady in La Ceiba last
March? She—along with the hundreds of others who
made their way to the Honduran Red Cross that week—
happily returned to her home and family. An American
doctor had treated her knee by using Prolotherapy. She
had been definitively treated and was bolstered with
reaffirmed hope—for the first time in years—of finally
being free of disabling pain.

It happens every March in Honduras. ll
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Thls group plcture was taken during the 1993 Honduras trip.
Dr. Hemwall is in the backseat of the truck. His legacy lives on,
every March in Honduras.
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