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I departed from San Francisco through Washington, DC for
th
Ghana on United Airlines on Saturday, June 18 and arrived
safely in Accra the capital to meet my 26-yo son, Orion, at the
th
airport at 1:30pm on Sunday, June 19 , Father’s Day, which
made it quite special. I am glad I chose to buy tickets with
“economy plus” (slightly more legroom) seats. I only slept
maybe a couple hours yet felt fine when I landed and met my
son and his two friends (Allen and Alan) for a light lunch at
Wok Inn in the airport and then the several hour ride west to
Cape Coast area up to Weda House up on the hill overlooking
Anamabo Beach and the Atlantic Ocean.
Orion works as co-founder and co-director of Global Brigades
Ghana with Allen Gula from Delaware. Orion and Allen first
met in Central America working for the organization Global
Brigades (GB),
www.globalbrigades.org, with
whom they still work as what I
refer to as “executive”
volunteers.
They are both tall, passionate “warriors doing good work”
now in Africa. Allen and Orion traveled together for months
in South Africa, and east and west Africa before settling in
Ghana, where they have made the commitment to help the
local Central Region of Ghana in the areas of medicine, water,
agriculture and business/micro-finance. It is exciting work
bringing mainly college students from Europe and the US to
come on “brigades” to help in these areas. The company is
mainly funded by the small stipend paid by the students for
their experience, housing, ground transport and food.

Orion and Dr. Elson in Vancouver, B.C.
Orion and I have a close relationship that has focused on
personal development for the past five years, doing summer
retreats/workshops/events that are quite demanding,
energizing and evolutionary through a company called Peak
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Potentials, out of Vancouver, Canada. We first did Warrior
Training Camp in the Santa Barbara hills during the summer
th
of 2007, right before my 60 birthday. My daughter Ishara
also experienced this course and the next summer’s Wizard
Training Camp in upstate New York at ages 17 and 18, quite
challenging and exciting for the many young people who
were also at these courses during those summers. The Peak
Potential courses are designed to help you to grow physically,
emotionally, mentally and spiritually. Warrior Camp is about
learning to take action, to go for what you see and want, in
spite of your energy level, your mood and attitudes. Wizard
Training Camp is about the ‘unseen,’ the hidden energies of
life and what’s in between the spaces of physical life.
Between these two summers (2007 and 2008), Orion and I
also experienced Peak’s Life Directions course in an LA airport
hotel. This is a three-day event with about 600 people doing
all kinds of personal processes to help us discover our true
calling, the mission and vision of our lives, and to connect
with our destiny and purpose. It was here that I strengthened
my calling to work on children’s educational health
entertainment wherein my longtime associate, Bethany Argisle,
and I formed our company Seasons
Studios and created our initial
three products including the
Anatomix Comix Musical CD and
Songbook (see
www.seasonsstudios.com).
At this same event, Orion met and
connected with Don Osborn, who is an advisor to Global
Brigades, and he enlisted Orion to go to Honduras and begin
working as the Director of their Water Brigades division in
alignment with my son’s personal calling to help people in the
world have good drinking water.
Orion spent several months traveling south towards his new
work, stopping twice for a month to study Spanish in Chiapas,
Mexico and then Antigua, Guatemala. He began his journey
from Puerto Vallarta, Mexico where we visited with some
friends. When he arrived in Honduras, he began developing
the program with local engineers and community leaders to
find appropriate villages that needed better quality water, as
well as to find its sources, purify the water and deliver it to
those people in need. At the same time, he became affiliated
with the other GB groups doing medical brigades and
business development. As I said, GB is supported by college
students primarily, both for funds and the labor needed to
accomplish these programs. One of Orion’s other main
activities over the past few years has been to visit colleges, to
speak with students in an effort to help set up International
Development Clubs which would organize and send students
to GB programs, which are now in Ghana, Africa. He has
shifted some of the college activities to England, Germany
and other parts of Europe, much closer (due north) to Ghana.
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Leadership Training Programs
Two summers ago (2009), Orion and I participated in a Peak
Potentials Program in upstate New York, called Ultimate
Leadership Camp, where we focused on the qualities of
effective leadership through direct experiences of leading
numerous and varied activities, after which we were critiqued
on our leadership skills. We were also trained in the areas of
quality leadership, and we undertook many exercises to
further develop those skills. This training has helped me at my
Preventive Medical Center in northern California, where I am
not only a practicing physician, but serve as Medical Director
and head of our Executive Committee that runs the office
with me. Orion excelled at these leadership activities and this
also gave him the confidence to reach out to thousands of
young people around the world. I am very proud of my son
and his work, doing something meaningful; and I much prefer
this that him sitting in a classroom at grad school, given all
the help our world population needs. And to pick Africa as
the focus for his energies makes it all the more meaningful,
since the poor people and countries there are in such dire
need and can really benefit from the help of organizations
like GB. (He and his team returned to where he studied
during his third year of college at UC Berkeley, when he was
majoring in political science and international development.)
Orion and I have had adventures every summer. Last year
(2010) we shared a magical trip along the Sunshine Coast in
British Columbia and Vancouver Canada before taking our last
Peak Potential’s program called Mind of Steel, Heart of
Gold—an integration of the Warrior and Wizard courses. At
the end of our trip, he told me, “Dad, I think you’ll be coming
to Ghana next summer because that’s where I will be.” Well,
here I am! And to have this coincide with the first two
medical brigades for GB Africa as one of their doctors makes
it even more special.
Ghana Medical Brigades
As I write this after the first brigade as Srafa Aboano and
await the Birmingham, England students for our next brigade,
I already feel quite fulfilled, purposeful and enriched by the
experience thus far. What a team we have, and to be able to
deliver some supportive health care to local communities is
truly a blessing. And to think, it’s just the beginning! And, it
reminded me of my great team back home running
Preventive Medical Center and how we work together.
Let me share with you now my first week of medical brigade
in Cape Coast Central Region area of Ghana. After my arrival
on Father’s Day we went to the Weda Lodge for dinner, and
then Ghanaian drumming and dancing with a troop group
who were trained and overseen by my Ghanaian friend
Adwoa whom I had recently met in California. She is the only
woman master drum teacher in this area of Ghana. Her
nephew Ernest oversees the band of drummers and dancers.
They had us all participating and learning local dance moves
and drum beats. I was also the honorary Dad that night for
all the students who were at the lodge.
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I have been blessed to be somewhat immune to jet lag and
that night I went to sleep about 11pm (though I was quite
tired by then, almost falling asleep drumming). I slept until
about 6am; and since that time, I have stayed close to that
schedule and felt well during my first two weeks here in
Ghana. I am not a great sleeper overall, and maybe this helps
with my ability to adjust to changes in schedules.
The next night the students from King’s College London
arrived to begin their 10-day medical brigade, and our
journey began. I had already gone in on Monday to Central
Coast Hospital and met with Dr Mannah, the MD I would be
working with who was overseeing my medical work in the
communities, since I was not licensed officially to practice
medicine in Ghana. I also met Dr Joe, the dentist at the
hospital who would make a very important contribution to
the medical brigade since dental care is rare in the typical
Ghanaian community. Apparently, there are only five
practicing dentists in the very populated Central Region here,
in sharp contrast to the United States where there are
literally thousands of dental health professionals for the same
population level. Still, many of the people I saw, from young
to old, had fairly good teeth and great smiles. Of course,
there were some poor and lost teeth and many a toothache
complaint as well.
The first day of brigade involved the welcoming ceremony in
the community of Srafa Aboano about 1 ½ hour drive from
our great accommodations at the Fairhill Guest House in
Biriwa, a neighboring community of Cape Coast where we
had a refreshing ocean breeze on our hill, and surprisingly
small number of mosquitoes. Our wonderfully gracious
proprietress, Ann (Anastasia) Hooper was born and raised in
Cape Coast and lived in London and outskirts as well as New
Jersey. She has a great place here (and several other local
guest houses) and we have become friends.

Dr. Elson being carried in Srafa Aboano chief ceremony
To my surprise and pleasure, I was honored with a ceremony
as chief of the new community with being carried to their
sacred spot nearby by a group of men with drumming and
chanting, and followed by the entire community. I was a bit in
shock having my big body carried by these smaller men, and
having my contact lenses in my eyes, I had to be a bit
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protective with all the baby powder they were throwing on
me. (Yes, I have a video of this.) Then, a special service was
performed at their sacred rock and tree area. Since I was the
visiting elder doctor, this felt to me like I was the example for
the group, which was bringing gifts of care to this community.
The people were most gracious and the children were very
friendly, sweet and beautiful, which is what I had heard about
the people of Ghana. I survived the carrying of this big body
and the baby powder all over me, even with my contact
lenses in, and that was the least fun part of that ceremony.
This welcoming ceremonial event had me now sitting in an
honored place next to their real Chief Nana Aboano, a retired
University of Ghana professor and third generation chief
based on the maternal side, as he explained to me in further
meetings. The Aboano community drummed and danced for
us and welcomed us into their family. After the ceremony we
had some lunch that we brought, and then I felt a strong
need to be cleansed and received by the ocean. Some of the
students joined me on my walk to the sea, along with some of
the goats and sheep in this village. The waves of the Atlantic
were strong and I felt their power and recharging effects.
That night, all the meds were organized and labeled by the 19
students and Tom Hutch, the medical brigade leader, who has
run groups for a couple of years in Honduras and is here
training the new Ghana medical brigade team of Maame Efua
and her brother Isaac to lead the groups.

Dr. Elson listening to a young heart
The next day we returned to Srafa Aboano for home visits in
small groups with translators walking about the community
and seeing families around their homes in their native
environment. I ended the visits in the chief’s palace, also
meeting his uncle with prostate problems. We arranged for
his care the next day. We then walked among the stone
buildings, mostly what we might call shacks in the Western
world, with plenty of children, chickens, goats and sheep with
their many babes as well.
Our third day began the medical clinics, and we were set up
and organized by 10am that morning with registration and
triage, and then visits to the doctors and dentist, and then
the education area before completing at the pharmacy. We
were practicing in the community’s school, its rooms with
louvered wooden windows and cement floors, and school
desks set up for the several consultation areas, one per
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doctor and a separate private corner enclosed by curtains for
patient exams. And the clinic begins. Initially, we didn’t have
a long line waiting on the first morning, yet once the
community realized that we were really there, the word
spread, and we were busy all day, and each day became
busier than the previous one.

Dr. Elson and team consulting with family
I saw single people (young to elders) and many families,
groups of three to six with 3-4 kids plus the moms and
grandmothers; and there were a few dads with several kids
too. Surprisingly, I saw a number of 10-to-15 year-old
children who came on their own or even with a younger
sibling. I treated many for digestive issues, parasites and
malaria. When people complained of fever, headaches and
body aches, it suggested that they might have malaria. I
would ask them, “Did you think you have malaria, and do you
want treatment? Will you take the medicines if I prescribe
them?” Often, we would prescribe for the whole family.
Many of the children at the school, I found out quickly
enough, had been treated the week before for parasites by a
school project from the government with medicines
albendazole (one dose is a common treatment) and a
medicine for bilharzias (Schistosomiasis). So, those I didn’t
need to treat with the similar anti-parasite/worm medicine,
mebendazole, that we had on hand. The students had
brought many medicines, which the GB staff had to clear with
the health department and customs prior to the students’
arrival to prevent any issues coming into the country.
I found it quite interesting that many people I saw had either
never been to a doctor or they have had very little medical
contact throughout their lives. Also, it wasn’t until the final
day there that I met a middle-aged man who stated that he
had had surgery in his life. This is in contrast to the U.S.
where there are many surgeons and it’s quite uncommon to
find a 40 to 50-year old who hasn’t had some operation.
The overall health of the Ghanaian people was better than I
had anticipated. Yes, the country does not have the Western
world’s hygiene and water, or financial support. Yet, overall,
the people are happy. I saw that the youth looked much
younger for their actual age and I think adolescence must be
coming a little later than for those teens in the US.
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On the other hand, I saw many older people who to me,
looked much older than their years. (That is true in Western
cultures as well, especially in smokers or for those people
with poor lifestyle habits.) In Ghana, very few people seem to
remember their actual birthdates and true ages; however,
they do know the day of the week they were born because
that is most often part of their name. Thursday-born people
like me are called Yaw for men and Ya for women. Here’s the
Fanti chart for names and days of the week.
Ghanaian Days of the Week Names
Males
Monday
Kojo
Tuesday
Kwobina
Wednesday
Kweku
Thursday
Yaw
Friday
Kofi
Saturday
Kwame
Sunday
Kwesi

Females
Adwoa
Abena
Ekua
Ya
Efua
Ama
Esi

A very common problem in this hard-working community of
Aboano and apparently in most Ghanaian people is what they
reported as “waist pain.” Upon deeper interview with my
translator David, this is what we call low back pain in the US.
Surprisingly, relatively young men and women as well as
elders presented this problem to the triage staff and doctors.
The men work primarily as farmers, masons and fisherman,
while the women have many babies (almost five per woman
as the national average), who they carry around tied into
their backs for many years. Plus the women amazingly carry
many things on their heads, some light but many with much
weight and a variety of shapes. To date, I haven’t seen any
woman, from the very young to the older ones, drop even a
peanut from the large trays atop their heads. (I finally saw
one peanut drop driving to the airport to fly home, and she
was running to a Cho-cho, the mini-van buses that carry the
people from place to place.)

Dr. Elson and Max in marketplace with woman
carrying vegetables
Thus, it is likely that these occupational and functional issues
are the basis for the Ghanaians’ common waist pain, so I
addressed this with exercise and stretching advice that I have
learned over the years from my physical therapist sister Cindy
and the osteopaths I have worked with over my career. My
knowledge of bodywork and adjustments began during my
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internship in 1972 from the osteopath, emergency room
director, John Blosser. Also, my earlier clinic associates were
osteopaths and many patients were coming in for treatment
of back pain. Even before then, in my earlier practices in
Bolinas and Fairfax, CA, bodywork and adjustments (physical
and energetic alignments) were part of my practice. This
experience came in handy on this trip. We began informing
the patients in regard to lifting instructions to help protect
their back, plus some stretches for the low back. David the
translator picked this up quickly and was able to both
demonstrate and teach these techniques to the patients.
Strengthen your core muscles of the low abdomen and thighs
and position properly so you don’t use your low back and
gluteus muscles so much to lift things. Keep your head over
the pelvis more. And I showed the patients and the students
low-back stretches, like letting the legs fall from side to side
while you relax and loosen the back muscles.

Dr. Elson and team demonstrating low back stretches
Orion is still passionate about good water since many of the
people’s intestinal issues of parasites and worms come from
contaminated water. He has made an association with the
Life Straw Company (www.lifestraw.com) that sells
inexpensive water purifiers and filtration system for families.
They also sell the smaller individual straws that allow you to
drink purified water right out of a puddle or standing source.
The students and GB are helping to subsidize the cost of
these systems so the people in these Ghana communities can
afford the 5 to 10 cedis (Ghana dollars) that it cost versus the
company’s selling price of 20-35 cedis.
After the four days of clinics, we ran a public health program
for a couple hours before our closing ceremony. This was
quite well attended with interest in the two demonstration
areas of 1) waist pain and proper movement and 2) the
importance of water purification, where we sold about 20 of
the Life Straw units. The third arm of public health was on
wound management and dressing. We saw a number of
rashes, like ringworm (fungal) ones and others. The ulcers
that were common in some of the children come from a
microbe (a syphilis-related spirochete bacteria) that causes a
disease called Yaws. We treated this with penicillin for two
weeks, per Dr. Mannah.
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Medical Brigade Africa experience. Everyone Agreed: It was a
great success! We were all well received, honored and
thanked by this first community we visited. The last two days
of clinics were also attended by other neighboring villages,
including Srafa Kodoto and Immuna. The entire brigade of
about 30 people and the staff were quite excited.

After the public health programs, we had a closing
celebration with some further ritual that acknowledged me as
a chief in the Srafa Aboano community. Then, we ate lunch
and went to the beach to play and swim, even though the
ocean was quite strong here in this area of Ghana in late June
‘wintertime’ of the year. Many children joined us on the
beach and followed us around wherever we went, with two
to three holding hands with each of the students.

Yaw Gyata and children after clinic

Maame and Dr. Elson demonstrating proper lifting
As I said, I really enjoyed the children. On this last day in
Aboano, I suggested that I go into a classroom and work with
the children to learn The Bones Song from our Anatomix
Comix CD by Seasons Studios. I wanted to play the song and
sing along with the children. What a delightful experience
that was for me to be in the classroom as Dr Elson and Yaw
Gyata (Thursday-born Lion). We had fun and I was able to
practice my Fanti with the help form the school children. We
sang the song for the entire community at the closing
ceremony to the laughter and joy of those present.

A Few Days to Play
The next day we were off to play as the only day that the 19
students plus the staff had to visit and sightsee. We went to
the Canopy Walk at Kukum National Park where we walked
across the series (9 or 10) rope bridges in the high trees of
the rainforest about one hour northwest of Cape Coast.
While this region is inhabited by many animal species,
including monkeys and elephants, we did not see any of
them. Yet, that day we did see many butterflies and birds. I
bought a painting in the gift shop that was a colorful
depiction of a woman carrying a child on her back and a large
bowl on her head, reminding me of the Ghana women and
what I sense are the key factors in their back stress and pain.

Overall, this was quite a special week as our inaugural Global
Ghanaian School Children
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Walking the rope bridges in Kukum
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From Kukum, we went onto our lunch at a place called Han’s
Cottage on the way back towards Cape Coast, a restaurant
hotel/boatel on a giant pond with crocodiles and some
beautiful birds, including some bright yellow, canary-like
singers called “weavers” that wove hundreds of hanging nests
from the reeds and grasses that hung from the trees. The
food here was good and the atmosphere quite special. The
open-air restaurant surrounded by water and birds, plus
many alligators, and had many alcoves and settings for what
looked like would seat 200-300 people.
From here we carried on to Cape Coast Castle, a large
centuries-old structure, perched stark and white above the
ocean. Used as a slave-trading center, President Obama
visited this place in 2009, where he and his family were
touched by the tragic history of this historic spot. Since I had
toured the Castle a couple days before, I chose to hang
outdoors and sit above the ocean and then take a nice walk
along the beach, fending off the young boys and girls wanting
to be best friends and sell me something or collect money for
themselves by donating to their soccer club. (The people,
young and old, were very talented sales people.) We walked
by the big fishing canoes where nets were being made ready
for the morning excursion, and then through Victoria Park, a
large and very nice square where celebrations and various
events happen, such as the following day’s holiday, Ghana’s
Republic Day.

was shooing the children away, especially when they wanted
to sell me water bags (sachets) and other goods. Yet, I had my
own technique; I told them my name was Yaw Gyata
(lion/tiger) and stood up and roared, playfully of course. This
got them all screaming in fun and running off. And then they
would chase me around roaring too.
I didn’t fair as well with the local merchants next to the
castle. Here I bought several other painting canvases from a
local painter who I felt was quite good, a couple bracelets
from my now good friend Koji, and a carved, wooden bowl
that sits on a tripod of carved women who are entwined
together. I spent all my Ghana cedis that I had in my pocket
plus $20-30US, which were at the time transacted at 1.5
Ghana cedis per US $.
That evening we returned home for dinner at the Fairhill
Guest House and had our last evening together with the
King’s College London group. Their departure day was a bit of
a sad farewell at Fairhill because I didn’t go on the bus with
them, as I had for the previous 9-10 days. Plus, it’s a several
hour drive in moderate and sometime busy traffic to the
airport in Accra, and since I wasn’t flying off, I avoided the
late night travel back to the guesthouse. As it turned out, I
had a fair amount of time to myself the next couple days, and
did some writing and also editing on The Detox Diet, Third
Edition, which Celestial Arts/Random House is publishing next
year, scheduled for release in the Spring of 2012.

Old cannon balls inside Cape Coast Castle
Next to this was a big outdoor basketball court with a good
game going on. On the wall I saw my first smokers since me
visit to Ghana about 10 days before, and these were two
young white European girls sitting on the wall. So, still no
smoking Ghanaians to date—one much appreciated fact. Not
that the air was all that good. Lots of burning trash plus my
awareness of an article I read in an African magazine given to
me by my patients about Ghana’s burning of electronic
waste, old computers and screens, cell phone parts, and
other discarded electronics that we in the U.S., Asia, and
Europe apparently recycle, yet are shipped to Ghana to be
used and then discarded. The apparent toxins released into
the air here, including dioxins and heavy metals, are a grave
concern for the present and future generations.
When I got back to my spot overlooking the ocean, I was
surrounded by very sweet Ghanaian children, who were quite
playful. Isaac, with whom I had walked with on the beach,
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Dr. Elson contemplating life at Weda Lodge
One day, I went on errands with Ann, our Fairhill proprietess,
and met her sister and saw her family home built by her great
grandfather in what is now the busy downtown section of
Cape Coast, a block or two from the castle and the ocean. We
stopped and I changed some dollars for cedis so I could stay
active in the community. Then we drove to the main Fairhill
House and I went off with a couple of her relatives and a
friend whose brother died the past year. We visited his
gravesite and reviewed his engraved stone in the local Ghana
cemetery. This was quite an unusual experience, walking
amongst the overgrown nature spot with large stone
gravesites. Then I was driven back to Fairhill to stay by myself
for the next couple days without the three square meals a
day, so I fended on my own for food.
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finally arrived at the spot closest to the path by where we
could hike up the hill to the 30 acres of land surrounded in
corn and cassava plants that flourish during this rainy season.

Beginning of bamboo structure
Friday night I went out with Orion and company and the LSE
(London School of Economics) group working in micro-finance
in supporting the local community’s business. We all met at
the oceanside Oasis club/bar/restaurant in Cape Coast for a
swim and then dinner with beers and beverages, along with
music and dance from Adwoa’s group performing there
Friday nights. Much fun was had and I came back late to my
room for the last evening and next day before my daughter,
Ishara, and her boyfriend, Max, flew into Ghana on Saturday
night, a day before the next medical brigade arrived from
Birmingham, England.
The next morning I continued editing until Orion picked me
up with his California school friend, Alan Haimowitz, who was
in Ghana for a few months and always seems to find Orion
wherever he is around the world, or more likely, Orion calls
on him to come help. Global Brigades has purchased some
land above the ocean near Sisimbo Beach and the
communities of Ankaful and Hina. Alan is helping to build
several structures on the land; he already has erected a
bamboo shelter with tin roof over his tent set-up.
As it turns out, he needed more bamboo to finish these
projects and Orion had already paid for 75 bamboo poles.
They happened to be residing about an hour west past Elmina
Castle on some land where people he knows that cultivate
the bamboo and are building a school. Orion drove there with
Alan and I, picking up Orion’s Ghanaian friend Atchu on the
road to Cape Coast, and he helped us with this unusual
transportation, reminding me of a Peak Potential event in
leadership, having to load 40 pieces of 12-14 feet long, 4-6
inch in diameter bamboo poles onto the short bed of GB’s
Toyota Hilus, with the poles hanging nearly six feet off the
back. We tied them together and then tied the back rope to
the front to stabilize the back heavy load to stop them from
tipping or sliding back. We also put some cinder blocks on the
front part to hold them in place. Still, it was a grand calamity
and challenging drive, requiring us to stop several times to
check the load, including working with a couple locals who
cut a branch and tied it down to stabilize the load (not sure
that really helped but it was a good effort). Amazingly, we
made it through a couple of police check points without being
stopped and all the way slowly through the village with its
bumps to eventually park by the local priest’s house. We had
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Luckily, several local young boys helped us carry the bamboo
up the hill, Orion and I carrying two poles at once for the 10minute trip up the hill and through the five-foot high corn
plants for three rounds, the last one where we decided to
carry four poles. It was my gym workout that I was missing.
The priest told Orion that he was being disrespectful having
his Papaa (“Father” in Ghana) doing manual labor with him. I
said this is what we do, as in ‘work together,’ plus I needed
the exercise. Orion is quite happy with this land, looking to
build a road up there, build dwellings and make this into a
place where the students who come to Ghana for brigades
can be housed. This is a big dream, and it has possibilities, yet
it will likely take years of work and investment. Still, I
appreciate and honor the vision of my son and his colleagues,
and I support this program headed by Orion and the team at
Global Brigades.

Orion telling us about the Global Brigades property
After our workday, we went down to Sisimbo Beach Resort
for an ocean swim and dinner. Orion knows some of the
workers there and we were welcomed graciously. The ocean
was rough and wild and the dinner was good with my curried
veggies, rice and a bit of chicken. From there I drove (my first
time driving in Africa) to the airport to pick up my daughter,
Ishara, and her friend, Max. The two of them had been
traveling together for six weeks through Europe, beginning in
London and then on to Amsterdam, Italy, Spain, France and
back to London. They particularly liked Venice, Italy and San
Sebastian, Spain. Orion and I were excited to see them and
have them join us on the next medical brigade. This was also
the first time Orion had met Max, his sister’s sweetheart.
Ishara and Max’s plane arrived late, as the inaugural flight of
Tap Portugal into Accra. To make matters more interesting,
there was no luggage for the 40 or so passengers who made
the quick transfer from London through Lisbon. The drive
from the airport to Fairhill took another couple hours (3+
with the typical traffic), so it was close to 3am before we
finally settled in and went to bed. This was particularly
difficult for me since I have become more a creature of habit
with my cycles (I am a practicing Cycle-ologist). In addition, I
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am not a great sleeper under the best conditions, so getting
off my rhythm can really set me off balance. Yet, adjusting to
sleep and life in Ghana was a good experience for me. (Just to
note: The fourteen students from Oxford for the business
brigade who also flew in on the Tap Portugal airline the next
day also arrived late without their luggage which finally
landed several days later, the same as what happened with
my daughter and Max. Adding to this group’s adventure, the
flight with the Oxford students arrived 3-4 hours late because
the captain turned the plane back to Lisbon upon a report
stating, “There was a crazy person on board.” Upon returning
to Lisbon, all the passengers had to disembark, the plane had
to be thoroughly inspected, and only then could everyone
resume their trip to Accra.
The Second Medical Brigade
It felt very special to have my daughter and Max join Orion
and me in Ghana and be part of a medical brigade, with all of
them getting to experience us working together at the
community of Ekumfi Ekotsi. Our group of 21 students from
Birmingham Medical School arrived without incident late on
rd
Sunday eve, the 3 of July. I was up working on my computer
at about 11pm outside in the gazebo when they arrived at
Fairhill, met all the Brits while they had a late snack, and then
th
on Monday morn, the 4 of July, we were ready to head out

papaya are much more plentiful in later wet season and less
available during the drier months.
We arrived in Ekotsi about 10am after heading east along the
main road and passing a main marketplace called Mankessim.
There, most available products and produce can be
purchased along the roadside, including boxes of squid, fresh
baked and fried goods, kenke and banku made from corn,
toothbrushes and toothpaste, and much more. There are very
few actual stores here in the Central Region of Ghana, and
definitely no shopping centers or malls as we know them.
Orion told me that anything sold here can be bought on the
streets, including phone cards to add time to your mobile
phone, which are plentiful among the people. Orion had
given me a Ghana cell phone to use here and I could call the
states for under ten cents a minute. So, I was connected
again, and could both stay in contact with my office, friends,
business colleagues and family back in the U.S., and I could
stay in touch with Orion and the GB staff locally.
After driving past the Mankessim market area (near where
Orion and the GB group have rented a new house), we pulled
off the main road into the Ekotsi community, marked by the
brightly painted yellow and black structure that will be used
by them to sell their honey. This project was one of GB’s first
micro-finance projects in this area, designed to organize the
local beekeepers and provide them with a permanent site by
the main road to sell their honey to generate more money for
the workers and the overall community. Many people from
the community, including drummers, dancers and hundreds
of children, met us when we departed our bus. We felt very
welcomed as we walked through the community to a central
area prepared for our formal welcoming. There were several
sections of chairs, covered with awnings to provide shade
from the sun (when out, which is not overly much during this
“rainy” season), and for the sound system used for the event.

Orion and Tom with the Birmingham students
to the community and begin our brigade. We had a lot of fun
and friendly joking celebrating American Independence with
the group from England. Due to some heavy rains that night,
Matt, our new Australian driver, couldn’t make it up the long
hill to our place due to the slippery dirt road. So, we all hiked
down to meet him and his Toyota bus that holds thirty
people. This was our new chariot for the group traveling the
30-45 minutes to the community of Ekumfi Ekotsi. Much of
the rain we’ve had this “rainy season” has been at night.
Speaking of seasons, my ‘Seasons’ book is not all fully
relevant here since they don’t refer so much to Spring,
Summer, Autumn and Winter but instead to the ‘wet and dry
seasons.’ As one might think, their produce of corn,
tomatoes, peppers and beans, plus melons, mango and
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Max with children at Ekotsi opening celebration
Orion as Chief Nana (accent on second syllable meaning
“king” while Nana with first syllable accent is girl’s name)
participated in the celebration. Asamoah, GB’s Country
Director, led the formalities, with Maame Efua overseeing the
medical brigades and explaining to the community why we
had come. Tom Hutch was also honored. Tom is a young man
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who is completing his several years of official medical work as
what I call an “executive volunteer” for GB, meaning he runs
things but isn’t paid, like Orion; yet, executive volunteers
such as Tom, do have their living expenses covered. Tom has
been involved in many brigades in Honduras for the past
several years and came to Ghana to kick off the brigades here
and train the new Ghanaian staff. Tom really takes care of the
students and is right there for everything needed. He begins
medical school at Loyola (Chicago) in August. Good luck, Tom!
During the welcoming event (and for the whole trip, really) I
was also acknowledged at Nana’s “papaa”, and his sister
Ishara and her boyfriend, Max (referred to in translation as
the “in-law”) were also acknowledged. We were then asked
to get up and dance. So, we boogied and had fun,
accompanied by much laughter and good will from the locals
(and yes, I have this “boogie session” on video, taken with my
new Flip camera that I bought for this trip). Maame explained
to the Ekotsi community what we would be doing there with
our program for the upcoming seven days, beginning with the
next day’s house-to-house visits to meet some of them
individually and to see how they live before the clinic with
doctors started the following day.

From there, we went over to another nice building called
House of Sam, where we had our lunch and relaxed a bit
(amidst the ever-curious and hungry chickens) before
boarding our bus and heading back to Fairhill. Luckily, it had
dried up enough since the last rains that Matt was able to
drive the Toyota all the way up the hill. Landing there allowed
us the chance to get all the new medicines organized and
packaged, which helped us greatly during the clinic, plus we
had time to get to know each other more. Every day I would
speak with the students about health and health care. I had
brought samples of my books, including kids’ stories about
health and the environment as information for them to
review. I left copies of almost all of my books with the schools
and GB staff, and even a few anatomy t-shirts to be used in
education for the children.

Yaw Gyata in his lion’s shirt teaching local children

Dr. Elson and local woman dancing at opening celebration
Orion, Ishara, Max and I then went over to the Chief’s house
to meet him since he had been unable to attend the
gathering due to poor health. Chief Nana Ekotsi was very
pleasant and I could tell he really liked Orion and all that he
and his cohorts and brigades had done so far for his
community. In order to visit further with the chief about his
health, I arranged to return on Friday (day three of clinic)
with Dr Mannah, whom I really liked and who is our senior
physician here. We did return and met not only with the
chief, but also with his uncle and one of his advisors,
reviewing their health.
We then left as a group on our bus, driving over to view the
facility we would be using for clinic. This retired schoolhouse
was an old cement building with three main rooms, all being
open to the air with partly cement, partly dirt floor. We
worked with the translators to arrange the plan for the desks
and chairs that we would need to set up the clinic with the
triage room, medical room for the three doctor stations, and
then the third space for the pharmacy. The education area
would be set up outdoors under a canopy.
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During my time there, I also served as the house doctor for
the visiting students at both Fairhill and Weda Lodge. Luckily,
we had a lot of meds from which to choose and which came
in very handy since I treated several cases of intestinal bugs,
some with antibiotics and some with fluids and time. One of
our staff likely had malaria and she took the meds we had for
that and got better over the next five days.
As usual, I also brought my personal supplements to use plus
extra for anyone who felt unwell. Gastromycin by Allergy
Research is one of my favorite herbal products for travel and
any gastrointestinal (GI) upset; it is well tolerated and easy to
handle, helps to disinfect the gut with the grapefruit seed
extract and bismuth, plus soothe and heals the gut
membranes with DGL (licorice root) and aloe vera. It also has
activated charcoal to help remove toxins and reduce gas and
bloating. I used it regularly during my travels, after meals and
extra for any upset. Luckily, my gut was good overall, with my
diet consisting mainly of seasonal fruits (good pineapple,
banana, papaya and mango; yum!), oatmeal for breakfast,
avocado that they call “pear,” rice, eggs and chicken, and
some cleaned and cooked veggies. More Vegetables, Please!
Yes, here too. Ann and her staff have been making us some
good food and flavorful meals. And since I have been learning
some Fanti language, I have been talking with the staff and
chefs, who also speak English. That has been fun, and my
name is Ghana is “Yaw Gyata” (Thursday born Lion, and a
name the kids just loved), and everyone knows that
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Yaw Gyata wants his vegetables. One of my favorite
questions is, Aba esban ana pey? meaning “What foods do
you like?” Aba is what, esban is good, and pey is like. I have
also been learning body parts too, like ani, ano, aso and
hwene for eyes, mouth, ears and nose, plus akoma for heart
and koko for chest. Other useful words and phrases I learned
were Gua hume for “breathe in,” kesfy (please) while I listen
to the chest, and Bee ahm, meaning “again”.
The next day we went back to the community of Ekumfi
Ekotsi for home visits. We divided into about eight groups of
3-4 people, each with a translator, plus we had the brother
and sister Ghanaian team of Maame Efua and Isaac, who
could also help us on our village rounds. My group walked
through the nature trails amongst the houses and
compounds, teeming with all the young little goats and flocks
of chickens. While there, we first visited a family with mother,
daughter and several grandchildren, all of us meeting in this
sparsely furnished living room sitting on wicker and bamboo
foam chairs. The walls of this humble abode were filled with
family photos including relatives from previous generations.
They lived simply and the children appeared happy and
healthy.

of how they rent places here). So, she paid 72 cedis to rent
stone shack in Ekotsi, or about $50 US for two years. What a
striking difference with California real estate, even with the
great housing deflation of late.
We finished our day’s rounds by visiting with the Chief of
Ekotsi again. He is a very delightful and happy man by nature,
and even though he didn’t speak much English—nor did I
speak much Fante—we communicated very well. Then, our
group of about 40 had lunch and headed back to Fairhill to
continue organizing and preparing the many boxes of
medicines we had donated. These included antibiotics for
adults and children, analgesics, and drugs for malaria and
parasites. Though these meds were what we used
predominantly, we also had supplies of drugs for diabetes,
hypertension and many ointments for skin rashes and
infections, eye troubles and more.
Dinners at Fairhill were getting even better with “Red/Red,” a
Ghana dish of black-eyed peas in a red sauce with sautéed
plantain (like a red banana), which also looks red. Ann makes
her beans with some rice in it, which I think made it better,

Group leaving Ekotsi after clinic day

Birmingham group organizing medicines
We next hiked up a nearby hill to meet with another local
family. We arrived to find the grandmother sitting around a
huge metal bowl filled with corn kernels that were being
stripped from dried corncobs. We joined the busy grandma
while the mother-in-law and her son prepared the cobs by
hitting a bag full of corn to loosen the kernels after his mom
pulled the husks off the picked and dried corn. Sarah and Raj
(two Birmingham students with me) and I sat visiting and
stripping the corn with this nice family and having our
conversation translated. This was a quite productive visit and
a sample of life in a Ghanaian farming community.
After saying goodbye to this family, we then visited with a
woman about 30 years old who had just moved into the
community with her daughter from Accra where her husband
and older son lived, and each of their children attended
school in the towns where they lived. This mother had rented
a small stone house, paying the amount of 3 Ghana cedis a
month, and paying for the two years in advance (this is typical
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and I thought that was red/red, but I later learned from
ordering red/red with fish at Han’s Cottage a few days later
that it didn’t include rice, just the beans with plantain. We
also had good cooked veggies, with a spicy tomato sauce
using some fresh peppers for the spiciness. The corn here in
Ghana looks great, but is much tougher than our sweet corn.
And grilled chicken is also quite popular here as a main
source of animal protein. Many people prepare foods
outdoors over an open fire using wood, which they refer to as
“charcoal.” Typical desserts are juicy, sweet pineapple or
mango, and watermelons are definitely popular and plentiful
this time of year.
Like in Aboano, our four days of clinic went smoothly with a
well-coordinated team effort. We also went electronic in
Ekotsi as we had electricity and a router connecting several
computers to the server where we could log in each patient
as their beginning record. When they finished, they could also
have their diagnoses and treatments recorded. This will help
with the long-term follow-up since it is the intention of GB to
create follow-up care and programs to learn what treatments
and other approaches have either helped or not been
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effective. Did the treatment we provided help them or not?
Have people made any changes to prevent further infections
and conditions such as malaria or parasites? Has the water
purification we provided by GB been used and if so, has it
prevented the family from further intestinal bugs or illness?
The students from Birmingham divided themselves into
triage, medical, pharmacy and ‘runners,’ who guided people
from station to station. People lined up for the various stages
and all flowed quite well. Local nurses provided the public
health discussions before the patients went to the pharmacy,
since patients were required to have some education before
they were given their drugs. In addition to me, we had two
Ghanaian doctors each day (rotating the four we had enlisted
as they still had their regular hospital duties to attend). The
Birmingham group worked well together in support of the
whole process. Our experience here at Ekotsi was different
than in Aboano where we saw more people each successive
day. In Ekotsi, we saw fewer each day, as quite a few people
came out the first two days. On day two we had many of the
students from the local school, and we had a separate queue
for them as they could be seen more quickly. Mainly Dr.
Mannah and I saw the students when they lined up while Drs.
Ernest and Theodore saw the adults. Otherwise, people just
saw the next available doctor.

also saw many people with ringworm-like rashes, which we
treated with topical anti-fungal creams. Mold and fungi are
very commonplace here, especially during the rainy season.
We further evaluated several people who were quite ill. One
lady I met on the first day was so ill that she could not even
lift her head, had fever and intestinal symptoms. I treated her
with Amoxicillin plus Flagyl (metronidazole) to cover most
possible bugs. Interestingly, she came back two days later
saying the treatment wasn’t working and she thought she
was reacting to the meds. Yet, upon exam she looked 70%
better and had no rash, and then she admitted that she was
indeed much better. I had Dr. Mannah interview and
examine her too just to be clear about the communication,
and he also concluded that she continue and finish her meds.
Another young girl appeared quite ill and malnourished. She
had a couple of skin ulcers and a large mass, likely lymph

Dr. Mannah outside hospital in Cape Coast

Ishara working as “runner” bringing patients to doctors
In Ekotsi, we saw many people who were involved in some
healthcare program or therapy. Either they had seen a doctor
in the prior year or had gone to the pharmacy to buy
antibiotics for parasites or malaria, or pain medicines for their
headaches or low back pains (called “waist pain,”
remember?). Since the majority of people in this community
were farmers, waist pain was the predominant symptom.
Quickly, my translator, Mershack, began to instruct people in
proper lifting to protect their low backs from strain, as well as
to show them the isometric exercises, such as pushing knees
out to the side and back to the middle against resistance,
either their own or with a child or spouse helper) and the low
back stretches (both knees side to side) in the morning to
relax the back muscles before getting active for the day.
We met with many children and adults with suspected
malaria and parasites, which we treated consistently,
especially if they hadn’t been treated in many months. We
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node, in the right side of her neck. I wondered if it was Yaws
since I had learned it caused enlarged nodes, but this seemed
worse and localized. I was concerned about leukemia. I had
Dr Ernest come over and he suspected TB (tuberculosis) as
Scrofula, which is TB outside the lungs. We convinced the
mother to see the local clinic and hospital in Salt Pond to
assess her daughter. Interestingly, they both returned the
next day with a file that included exam notes, lab work and
an x-ray with instructions to go to Central Hospital for more
tests the next day. As in the U.S., any case of diagnosed
tuberculosis is followed closely by public health agencies,
including testing on family members and others who were
possibly exposed. Furthermore, the evaluation and treatment
is free. Such examinations, testing and treatments are free in
Ghana, as are other programs, such as supplying mosquito
nets for pregnant women and young children.
In Ekotsi, we also saw more elders than in our first
community and we observed more people with high blood
pressure. Some were treated with medicines and asked to
follow-up at the local clinics, while others who were
borderline, like 140/90, were educated about checking it
again whenever possible and practicing healthy dietary and
lifestyle activities such as watching salt and fried oils in their
diet, getting exercise (especially for those who weren’t
working in the fields), and following stress reduction and
relaxation. Follow-up visits were suggested for them either
on GB’s next visit or going sooner to the local clinics. Orion,

© 2012 Elson M Haas, MD

12

Ishara and Max all learned how to take blood pressures, so
we can send Orion back to check a few, as with the chief. I did
bring a suitcase full of supplies that I used during clinics and
also to leave with GB when I departed. These included a few
stethoscopes and blood pressure cuffs, supplies of gauze and
bandages, paper tape, antibiotic ointment, etc. I understood
that the students for each medical brigade were bringing lots
of meds from the selected list that GB sends out, including
boxes of relevant medicines donated from International
Health Partners. Some parents and grandparents also
collected money and other donations to support the students
on this humanitarian experience.
Unlike the U.S., in England, many kids enter medical schools
right out of high school such that college and med school are
merged. This program takes about seven years before
internship and residency, and then more for specialty
medicine practices. There’s also a three-year program called
Bio-Medicine that provides the basic pre-requisites for
medical school, and many of the King’s College London group
were in that program. Once you get your Bio-Medicine
degree, you can go onto med school, or dental or midwifery
or veterinarian programs. This all sounds like a well thought
out plan and seems to work well in Great Britain. I did a
similar thing really, jumping out of college a year early
without a degree but had good grades in completing my
medical school pre-requisites. Thus, I jumped at the chance to
go early into medical training.
Our clinic finished on the Saturday, and we elected to take
Sunday off and go sight seeing since many in the community
go to church and
services on
Sunday. We
planned to come
back on Monday
then for Public
Health Day and
our closing
ceremony. We
also decided to go
house-to-house
and interview
people who had
bought Life Straw
Water systems to
make sure they
understood how
to implement
them, as well as
to check in with
them about their
meds and make
Another day and more hearts
sure they were
clear on how to take them. We demonstrated the water
systems for a number of families, and found a few people
who were misinformed about taking their meds. In each
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visiting group, we had one student from each of the three
health education groups: water purification, malaria and
medicine treatment, and physical therapy, plus a translator.
Our eight groups were able to cover about 25 homes. We all
felt this helped with better follow-up care.
Well, this set of check-ins and closing ceremony celebrated
the finish of my second medical brigade, totaling some eight
days of clinics plus about eight more of ceremonies,
meetings, home visits, and education. This is quite an
experience! In some ways, it feels like a new life here in
Ghana, Africa. Whether I return for future brigades and other
work, only time will tell. As of now, I certainly plan to return
to Ghana, especially if my number one son, Orion, continues
to live and work here. And besides, I am now a chief in the
Srafa Aboano community and an honored doctor in Ekumfi
Ekotsi. Still, there are thousands of communities around this
country, throughout Africa and its many countries, plus many
other areas around the planet—including Central America
and Honduras where GB is also headquartered—all of whom
need medical care, better water and more quality food.

Dr. Elson consulting family with help from translator,
Ishara and Max
Thus, I want to share my experience with other physicians
and everyone to think about how to bring balance and
support to peoples around the world who are not as blessed
as those of us living in the Western world. Some of us simply
accept and take for granted the blessings of shelter, healthful
food, hot water and clean, drinkable water, electricity and
access to medical care, medical supplies and basic human
services. In my life, I feel extremely blessed to do what I do
and to have what I have. It is both a gift I have been given and
one for which I have worked for many decades—to be a
physician and to serve people in need. So, as I prepare to turn
64 this next August, it’s a time to make sure I use my energies
wisely and give as much to the world as I possibly can. My
writing and educational books for adults and children are one
way I do this. Working with my son and his very wonderfully
caring group of Global Brigade is a new path for me, and I
embrace it with an open heart (akoma). Go Ghana!
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Part Two Ghana Travelogue—Post-Brigade Family Holiday
Given the distance I traveled to come to Africa, I also
scheduled an extra week to two to see some sights and enjoy
the country. Orion and I originally thought we might fly east
to Kenya and rent car and drive through the Serengeti and
see the animals. “Dad,” he said, “You can’t come all the way
to Africa and not go see the lions!” Yes, as Gyata (“lion” in
Fante), I affirmed. Yet, there were four of us making it quite
an ordeal and cost to fly during these busy summer months.
Since we were already in Ghana, we thought, “Why not do a
7-day road trip to the north and see Mole National Park and
the cities of Kumasi and Tamale (accent on first syllable)?” So,
after a day or two to play on the beach with Ishara and Max
(who had become my ocean swim buddy), and then going to
the Elmira Castle area and Cape Coast, we enlisted a car and
driver to take us north. (Note: In this area of Ghana, it is very
difficult and expensive to rent cars that you can drive
yourself. Most companies require that a driver accompany
you and guide your journey. And it also costly to do that; we
paid $120 US per day for a 4-wheel drive SUV.) Yet, it made
sense, as having someone who speaks English and the local
languages came in handy, plus we didn’t need to drive
ourselves, and were able to do a bit more relaxing to enjoy
sightseeing, other than when our driver drove too fast.
Post-Medical Brigade Activity Schedule
Tuesday, July 12
Micro-Finance Brigade in
Egyankwa (Ee-Jahnk-wa)
Wednesday, July 13 Day Off and play/swim at Anamabo
Thursday, July 14
Elmina Castle and lunch in Cape Coast at
Baobobs
Friday, July 15
See GB Land and swim at Sisimbo Beach
at dusk
Saturday, July 16
Begin our Travels north in Mitsubishi with
Emmanuel to Kumasi
Sunday, July 17
Lake Bosomtwe and bike ride and then
villages for Kenke Cloth Weaving
Arts Center and Ghana Symbols,
second night in Kumasi at Pink
Panther Hotel with nice gardens
Monday, July 18
Travel to Tamale thru Monkey Sanctuary,
night in Tamale
Tuesday, July 19
Tamale internet and market and then
drive to Mole Park
Wednesday, July 20 Safari Walk and Elephant Herd encounter,
plus visit to Larabanga and oldest
Mosque Temple, Pool Death
Thursday, July 21
Full Travel Day back to Weda Lodge with
stop in Kumasi for Lunch at Vic
Baboo’s again and Kumasi’s large,
wild Market
Friday, July 22
Day to Relax and Anamabo Beach
and then Oasis Dinner Party and
Dancing night
Saturday, July 23
Accra Trip and Cultural (Crafts)
Center to Airport
Sunday, July 24
Home from 5-week trip to Ghana
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The day after medical brigades, GB was finishing up a
microfinance brigade in the community of Egyankwa. Orion
wanted us to have this different experience to see how GB
supported the communities’ businesses. I interviewed several
women farmers about their businesses gathering information
for the students from the London School of Economics. They
had raised funds to disperse to the community and were
evaluating people to help support and enhance their
businesses by some money infusion. A previous micro-finance
group had already set up their community bank where
members could deposit and save money. Thus, many had
some savings and we interviewed each applicant about their
income, expenses and their ideas about the expansion of
their business. Two ladies were farmers and also raising kids. I
saw the dilemma for both of them in reviewing how much
corn, peppers and cassava they raised and sold on their land,
plus any other income from selling bread or charcoal, or
contributions from other family members. The numbers did
not pan out, both claiming to spend more than 6 Ghana cedis
daily for food for the family, plus the cost of land rental,
agricultural expenses, etc. In multiple tries with my
translator, it still looked like these farmers generated only
about 20% of the income they were actually claiming to
spend. Apparently, several of the student interviewers had
the same experience. I wasn’t part of their final
determinations, yet I heard that the students decided on
about six businesses to invest in with loans to help expand
the best endeavors. This is just the beginning.

Egyankwa team discussing finances
We returned to Fairview for some dinner and relaxation to
get ready for next day of play. Overall, I was sleeping fairly
well on my 11pm to 6am program and having plenty of
energy every day. I do feel quite fortunate that I did not have
one sick day over my five weeks. I was taking the herbal
Gastromycin to keep my gut clean of bugs, plus using
digestive enzymes and a few other assorted supplements,
(and my trace minerals of course, Ernie).
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Fort Elmina on hill near slave castle west of Cape Coast
Orion was busy the next day, so Ishara, Max and I took an
excursion to Anamabo Resort and paid the entry fee of
3$Cedis, which got us a towel and good spot on the beach
with a lifeguard present for the big waves. This was a very
nice beach for long walks and seashells too, a few of which I
brought home. We also had a nice lunch there, mostly
vegetarian. I usually ordered rice and veggies with curried
vegetables whenever possible. The restaurant claimed to
serve Jollof rice as a vegetarian dish. However, this rice was
cooked in a red sauce, which we soon discovered had some
corned beef in it. “Live and learn” as none of us were eating
any meats. We did find in later days a couple places that
made authentic Jollof rice with a vegetarian sauce. As usual, I
frequently added some spicy red sauce to many of my foods
(cayenne and chilies are my numero uno spices). Most
restaurants and chefs make a “shito” sauce, which is spicy
and dark red and made with either dried shrimp or beef in
the blend. I avoided the beef one and enjoyed the other,
including one veggie one at Vic Baboo’s during our road trip.
The next day we had an adventure, taking a taxi west to
Elmina to see the busy fishing village and the large castle on
the coastline. Elmina Castle is another slave castle, and as
with Cape Coast Castle, there is a fort nearby serving as a look
out and protect the castles. Elmina village is hopping with
activity, with many merchants and street vendors selling and
trading a wide variety of products, from fresh-or-smoked fish
to fresh veggies and corn meal in bags, to clothing,
toothbrushes and so much more.

Colorful boats at Elmina fishing village
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From Elmina village, we then went to meet a couple of
Orion’s friends who have another NGO (non-government
organization) that also handles their clients’ travels and was
able to supply GB with some of their buses, vans and drivers.
From there we went for lunch at Baobab’s, a restaurant that
serves many travelers in Cape Coast. Baobob’s offers a wide
variety of healthy foods, lots of vegetarian selections and
great baked goods, like banana bread and coconut cookies.
After lunch, we drove back to Fairhill for a rest. For dinner,
we went out to Oasis Café on the beach, again back to Cape
Coast. Oasis features great local music from Adwoa’s dance
and drum troupe, and we had the opportunity to participate,
dancing along with the other patrons, including the many
travelers that enjoy this restaurant on the beach. Yet, we
couldn’t stay out too late as we had our car and driver
Emmanuel coming early the next morning to take us north.
Road Trip to Northern Ghana
Back at Weda Lodge for two days before our trip north,
sitting on the hill above Anamabo Beach with great views of
the coastline, and we would return here for two nights before
we flew home. We were packed and ready to drive about
9am for the 3-4 hour trip to Kumasi. We had a Mitsubichi SUV
with a decent amount of room, yet it still was a bit crowded
with three big guys and Ishara. Here’s where having a driver
(Emmanuel) makes it tighter, yet it balances in that he knows
the roads, directions, language and the customs. Also, we
were able to just sit back and enjoy the scenery and visit with
one another. Emmanuel liked to drive fast when he could;
yet, overall he was a safe and experienced driver. For the first
time, I got a little dose of what others who ride with me
experience when I fly along the roads of California.
When we arrived
to Kumasi, we
needed to find
dinner and a
place to stay.
Orion reviewed
our travel books
and he also knew
a good restaurant
Breakfast in the Pink Panther Gardens
that caters to
both locals and Westerners. It’s called Vic Baboo’s and it’s
good, serving everything from pizzas and burgers (even
veggie burgers) to traditional Ghanaian dishes. Vic Baboo’s
also made their Shito sauce and their Jollof rice vegetarian
style. After dinner, we found the Pink Panther hotel, where
Orion and I negotiated a suite for the four of us with a
separate room for Ishara and Max, all for $100 US per night.
This included breakfast in the back gardens, among the palms
and banana trees, and an aviary filled with doves. After
breakfast, we enjoyed strolling along the hotel’s corridors,
which featured portraits of many past Ghanaian and world
leaders.
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The next day was a full one, beginning with a journey to lake
Bosomtwe about an hour outside of Kumasi. The lake is
surrounded by many villages, every quarter to half mile. After
negotiating with the visitor’s center to rent four bicycles (in
various stages of repair), we took off for a couple hours,
touring around the lake, meeting many of the local people,
especially children, as we cycled through the hills and valleys
along Bosomtwe. We stopped for refreshments at Rainbow
Lodge, a very secluded resort where we visited with the staff
and two young women medical students who were staying
there, and played a little soccer with the Ghanaian worker
there. On the way back, Max’s bike had a blow out, and this
took us some extra time to get back; yet, overall a very cool
bike adventure.
From Lake Bosomtwe, we journeyed to the well-known Kente
cloth weaving center where we found rows of looms
surrounded by tapestries, scarves, ties, and many of the other
textile products they produce there. Ishara and I both
experienced working the looms, using our toes to adjust the
threads, sliding the wooden piece through and creating the
fabric one thread at a time. It was fun for the five minutes or
so that I did it, yet I could see that it took both my hands and
feet to operate plus my full attention to do it well. After our
weaving lesson, of course, we all bought fabrics and other
gifts to bring home. Ghanaian merchants are relentless
salespeople, and we simply couldn’t buy things from
everyone or buy enough to satisfy them all; yet we did well,
and I feel I did especially well negotiating with the seasoned
merchants, concluding our final purchases through the
window of our car while our driver sped away.

Dr. Elson trying his hand at weaving
After “weaving our way” through the Kente center, we
headed to another city to visit a facility that produced a type
of apparel and cloth using special Ghanaian Adinkra symbols.
I was fascinated with their symbols that represented
everything from “Wisdom” to “Accept God” to “Peace” and
“Prosperity.” I was also impressed with the quality and
beauty of the fabrics used there with many of the symbols
printed on them. After a brief tour we had an opportunity to
actually press the blocks containing symbols of our choice on
a long cloth, dipping first into the dye using the dark ink made
from the bark of a tree that they were now growing on the
property. Orion and I did one together with our favorite
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symbols of Wisdom and Innovation. I also bought a long cloth
printed with Wisdom, Creativity and an image of President
Obama, who the Ghanaian people just love. I hung it at my
house for my yearly office party late August.
Ishara and Max made their own cloth with a variety of
symbols. We had a nice visit with the young man who runs
this educational business and Orion offered his support,
suggesting he would refer groups up to this facility. Ishara is
studying art and fashion while Max is a history major at San
Francisco State, so they both had interest in the Kente cloth
and Adinkra symbols centers that we visited.

Ghanaian Adinkra symbol for “Accept God”
That evening we came back to Kumasi and needed to find a
place for dinner, which took some doing. We did eventually
find a restaurant that had good food, a mixture of Italian,
Chinese and Ghanaian foods, with a TV that was showing the
finals of the US/Japan Women’s World Cup. Although dinner
was quite tasty, we watched quite a disappointing loss by the
Americans who had the lead and then lost the shootout and
the championship to the good Japanese team.
The next day we hit the road again, heading north for a
longer drive to the big city of Tamale with a plan to stop at
the Boabeng-Fiema Monkey Sanctuary. To get there, we had
to drive a very challenging dirt road to the community that
surrounds and cares for the monkeys. We stopped and
registered at the Visitor’s Center before going to the village
with our guide, who then took us on a foot tour into the
woods adjacent to the village. As soon as we entered the
wood’s edge, we saw monkeys immediately; first the friendly,
brown Mona monkeys sitting and playing on the houses, and
then higher up in the trees the strikingly handsome Colobus
monkeys who were bigger and shyer than the Monas. The
Colobus have black faces, a black coat with a white halo of
hair around their face and head, and a long (like four to five
feet) tail (black with a white tip) that hangs straight down
from the branches. All of the monkeys were a delight to
watch. We walked amidst the giant, centuries-old Ficus and
Mahogany trees, and then hiked to the community’s monkey
cemetery where the locals buried the monkeys that often
walk into the town to die. The local villagers believe the
monkeys understand death and burial and when they die,
want to be with the others. It was a very touching experience
to witness this intimate relationship between the locals and
the community of monkeys.
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After a good night’s sleep, we packed up and left early for a
morning of the Tamale marketplace and then an hour or so at
the Vodafone high-speed internet office that is packed with
folks working the web. I was finally able to send my first level
edited manuscript of The Detox Diet book for safekeeping,
just in case anything happened to my computer. Plus, I could
email efficiently and check out the SF Giants website. All the
time in southern Ghana, the internet was so slow in
comparison, often taking 30-60 seconds for each action (even
opening an email or sending one). Forget about surfing the
web and opening up any site that had visuals and videos.
The elegant Colobus monkey in the trees
In the monkey village shop, I met an artist who made
attractive carvings and masks. I bought a beautiful carved and
painted mask from him as well as a couple other things for
Orion and his soon to be new household. GB recently rented
a really nice place in Mankessim much closer to their several
active communities. This relocation will allow the staff to live
and work together and to function more smoothly with all
the communities they now serve.

On the way now to Mole National Park and we stopped along
the road to buy some supplies like bananas, pineapple,
mangos and a loaf of bread. (This bread was later stolen out
of the top of my bag by a baboon who scurried up behind me
while I was taking it over to a refrigerator to prevent it from
getting moldy. Like animals living near civilization in many
parts of the world, these baboons were very mischievous,
even going into people’s rooms to look for food.) We took the
slow road to Mole through small, active towns and then
Larabanga before we arrived at the Mole Hotel within the

Monkey Cemetary with headstones
A friendly mona monkey on the rooftop
From the Monkey Sanctuary, we drove a few more hours,
finally arriving in Tamale, the big town in the center of the
Northern region. This region has more grass covered hut-like
houses and is drier and hotter during their dry season, yet
fairly green during July and August after their wet season and
winter months. Orion was surprised to see how green the
region was, with corn and vegetables growing everywhere,
since the past few times he was there it was during the dry
season, and the land was drier and browner.
As we arrived in Tamale by late afternoon, we were more
efficient in finding a place to stay and eat. Emmanuel drove
us around and after looking at a couple places that didn’t feel
quite right, we went to the Catholic Hostel and found a
couple decent rooms for less expensive rates. Plus, the
restaurant where we wanted to eat at was right down the
street, so we could walk there and back. We had an enjoyable
dinner there and then quite nice walk back beneath in a
glowing gibbous waning moon.
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park about 3pm. We elected to check in and check out the
grounds and our first swimming pool, relax and enjoy the
views, waiting for our safari tour in the morning. We also had
dinner at the motel restaurant around sunset near the pool
overlooking the great views from the hills above the water
hole and open plains several hundred feet below—quite an
impressive view where visitors may easily view any animals
that come to the water hole to drink or bathe.
Since this was becoming a bit more of a holiday/vacation
time, we all decided to play cards, particularly gin rummy. I
began with Ishara and then we introduced Max, who needed
a bit of learning time. I come from a family of card players,
from poker to rummy, to canasta and casino. I still can enjoy
a friendly poker game, a gin game or casino with my kids,
who are also quite good players. So, we were playing cards a
bit over the next two days, and I gave Ishara my travel deck
so she could continue with Max, since experience and
practice, as with anything, breeds improvement.
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Good sleep in the quiet of Mole Park, and then early snack
before leaving on safari. We were the only four on this
expedition, plus one man from Holland, who chose to take
the “walking safari” rather then ride in the trucks they
provided. So, the five of us headed out with our guide
through the bush; then near the area where many of the staff
reside and where many of the local baboons hang out. I have
some video of a mother baboon playing with her kids on our
way, as well as seeing some antlered antelope in the brush.
From there we walked
along the road for a bit
and then downhill to the
flatter plains below,
through the woods and
brush until we came
into a clearing and
WOW! What we saw
first was four or five
very large, dark gray
elephants emerging
from the adjacent water
hole and walking into
the large, open field to
join another dozen or so
elephants already
there. We all got so
Baboons in the road at Mole Park
excited, and I was
happy to see them. (I was visualizing seeing elephants at the
beginning of our walk.) Yet, the guides hadn’t seen many of
these great beasts there lately, and apparently, the twenty in
this herd were the largest group they had seen in a year or
two. I have several videos of elephant observation with them
spraying a bit of water and mud over themselves. We
watched them in quiet awe in the field for a while,
photographing them from about 30-40 feet away. When I
asked the guide what would happen if I slowly walked closer
to them, he said, “Don’t do that, as they will likely block you
first and then maybe charge at you.” I have learned over my
life to not get anything larger than me angry, so I listened to
his advice.

Elephant pair enjoying lunch at Mole Park
After our adventure with the elephants, we hiked up the hill
to arrive back at the motel for our breakfast of omelet and
toast (and I brought a juicy mango to share) followed by
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relaxing and
swimming
around midday.
Later that day,
we took a nice
walk and
shared with
each other our
experience of
the trip thus
far, talking
Our traveling team and friends at Mole Park
more with
Orion about medical brigades and the long-range vision for
such brigades. During our walk, Max mentioned that he felt
uneasy after our swim, thinking that he saw something in the
bottom of the pool, and was concerned it was a body. We’ll
come back to that story in a bit,
after Orion and I take off on a
midday trip to Larabanga to
meet Ibrahim and visit the
mosque.
We asked Emmanuel to drive
us to meet Orion’s friend
Ibrahim, whom he had met in
the nearby town of Larabanga,
known for being the place in
Ghana with the oldest standing
mosque in all of Western
Africa.
Ibrahim at mosque in Larabanga
Orion had visited there before and was consulting with
Ibrahim and his associates about a new elementary school for
the community.
Young, good-looking Ibrahim was waiting our arrival in the
town center wearing a traditional
ceremonial robe; he was with
another man on a bicycle, who also
happened to be the district’s
assemblyman. The three young men
talked a bit about how things were
going there and issues about
another nearby town getting more
attention with visitors even though
Larabanga has the mosque and the
Mystic Stone.
First, we went to see the white
Ibrahim at the Mystic Stone
mosque with the four
cornerstones, wooden beams
though the walls and unique look with Ibrahim telling us
about the history, how the founder (sorry, don’t remember
his name) had been told in his vision that he would travel
from Persia and should build his mosque after he crossed the
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third great river. Well, that turned out to be Larabanga in
1431. When he died later near 1500 AD, they planted a
Baobob tree next to the building to commemorate his life.
This great tree stands strong today more than 500 years old.
We then walked around the town and met with two women,
a mother and daughter who were eating lunch while they
were making shea nut oil to make into butter. Shea nut
butter is popular for soothing and keeping the skin
moisturized, and I know many drummers who swear to its
helpful properties.
Mosque in Larabanga (Baobab tree at left)

Mother and daughter having lunch and making shea butter

We then continued on to see where they were building the
school that they visualized and just under way. They still
needed support and some funding from their community and
others. We went back to Ibrahim’s house and visiting with
him and Orion talked with him about his business model for
school and gave him some donation to help. We bid farewell
and planned to come back on our way out and show Ishara
and Max the mosque and then go see their stone.

I swam again but Max wouldn’t go in at all, so I knew he was
quite concerned. I put on my goggles and swam the bottom.
In the one corner when I got down to nine feet or so, I saw a
dark image with legs, a short body. I came up thinking it was
either a drowned baboon or human. I told Orion that I
thought there was something down there. He borrowed my
goggles and went in too. He corroborated the eerie image
that Max and I had seen. Since we felt that if this were a
body, it would have to be already dead given the length of
time underwater, so we agreed that we shouldn’t make a big
scene and upset the many adults and students around the
area. Orion spoke with a couple people who ran the motel
and asked them to check it out. Apparently they alerted the
local police who came out later that evening.

Circle of Hands at the Mystic Stone

When we got back to Mole, we visited and walked around
with Max and Ishara, sharing with them about Larabanga. We
hung at a tree overlooking the waterhole and Orion did some
stretching up on a big limb of the tree, which I was calling
“treega” instead of yoga. Max was still having some concerns
about what he had seen in the pool, so went back to the pool
area later afternoon. We all looked at the deeper end with its
10 feet of water, and couldn’t see anything from the edge.
The pool is a little murky, yet it looked like we could see the
tiles at the bottom, and nothing was there. Around the pool
there were many visiting travels, especially students, and
some were swimming.
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As Orion and I were going to bed after 11pm, the manager
knocked on our door and asked Orion to come to the office to
speak with the detective. He left without his cell phone and
after realizing that, I couldn’t sleep. So, I got dressed and took
my phone and his toward the office, asking the staff, “Where
is my son?” They directed me to the restaurant where I found
Orion seated around a table speaking with the detective. I
joined them and learned that they had called someone to
come over with equipment to dive into the pool to
investigate, and so far they had not discovered anything.
They were just about starting at 11:30pm and Orion decided
to go to bed and not stay there to observe their dive and
discovery, as we were pretty sure what they would fine.
Orion needed to give a formal statement to the police, which
he signed and we went back to bed. Apparently, in their guest
review and search, the hotel staff was made aware that there
was a young man missing, and the woman who was traveling
with him was present and concerned.

excitedly disappeared down the road, who was then chased
by one of the motel workers.
After breakfast, we had an arranged to visit the mosque again
at Larabanga and meet Ibrahim to show Ishara and Max the
mosque and for all of us to go see the Mystic Stone. They
enjoyed the mosque, especially Max the historian, and we
heard more stories and reviewed the four entry doors, one in
each side—for the chief, for the church leader, another for
the women and children, and the last for the men.
Then we walked down the road to where the Mystic Stone
shrine is located. We made our donations, which we also did
for the mosque, and Abrahim took inside the rock wall to
view and lay our hands on the stone. Apparently, this large
rock was being moved when the local people were building
the road, yet every morning when they returned to work,
they found the stone back in it’s place. After several days of
this, they felt the stone had powers and was being protected,
so they moved the road slightly to allow the stone to have its
own place, for which they built the shrine.
After our visit, we began our long journey home with a stop
for lunch at Vic Baboo’s then a tour of the local market in
Kumasi. Lunch was very tasty, with veggie samosas, rice,
curried vegetables, and more. The Kumasi market was
immense and dense, tight rows of stalls packed with all
manner of items from beads and art, cloth and clothes, and
foods of all kind. At the market, Ishara bought some beautiful
fabric to bring home and I selected a few items as well,
mostly foods like peppers to take back to our group at Weda
Lodge.

Kids by the pool at Mole Motel
About 1:30am, Orion and I were awakened by the loudest
thunder and lightning I have experienced in decades—every
2-3 seconds with bright flashes and thunder claps along with
fierce winds and rain. I immediately felt, “The Gods are
screaming and crying for the loss of this young man.” And in
the morning, we learned that in fact it was the missing boy at
the bottom of the pool, and that the authorities had notified
the family. Orion was apprehensive about hearing further
information, telling me “I don’t think I will ever get the image
of that boy’s body at the bottom of the pool out of my mind.”
And I could understand how he felt. Even as a doctor who has
dealt with death and dying, this was still a very disturbing
image and experience.

We arrived safely Thursday evening from a long and fast ride,
in time for dinner and a visit with the Global Brigade staff. It
was good to land back there overlooking the ocean and plan
for our last two days in Ghana. Needless to say, we had some
stories to tell our group.

Sunset at Mole National Park
At breakfast, Orion did share with us more of his talk with the
detective. They did find the young man, and figured early on
it wasn’t a baboon since they can swim, even though I
wondered that since they were running around near the pool
on the day of the drowning. I remember thinking about the
drowned boy and the baboons, and recalled that I had a close
encounter with a baboon that stole our loaf of bread right out
of my bag as I walked over to the lodge. I remembered the
rapid pitter-pat and pull on my bag, and then that big baboon
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Friday was our final day in Ghana, and was filled with both
activity and relaxation, some packing and organizing, and
swimming at Anamabo beach nearby. I also took time to
review my medical brigade experience with the GB staff. We
went over all the meds that were left with and I educated the
team on their use. Of equal importance, I had brought a lot of
nutritional supplements that I was leaving with group for
their own use. These included Gastromycin, Juice Plus, trace
minerals, probiotics, artemesinin for malaria prevention, and
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more. This review and teaching session took a couple hours,
all of us sitting around the dining room table with the
supplements. Afterwards, Orion joined Ishara, Max and me
for swimming and lunch at Anamabo Beach Resort, and we
planned a goodbye party that night at Oasis in Cape Coast—
my treat. I wanted to show my appreciation for their good
efforts and camaraderie of doing this great work for the
people in the Central region of Ghana.
At sunset, we traveled to Oasis in two overloaded cars. Some
of the team actually got out of the cars and walked across the
police checkpoint so we wouldn’t be fined for “overloading”.
Once across the checkpoint, they climbed into the open back
of the Toyota pickup. We had a good dinner, some Ghanaian
beer and some dancing to Adwoa’s drum and dance troupe,
who performed at Oasis every Friday evening.
rd

The next day, Saturday the 23 of July, we packed up and got
organized for a noon departure to see a bit of the capital,
Accra, and all its busyness. We visited the city’s Cultural
Center where the arts and crafts are displayed, and many
artists and merchants urged us to buy from them. I bought
some woodcarvings (lions and elephants of course), two small
tapestries of elephants, and some Ghana t-shirts. As I was
getting back into our car, a man handed me a “Mama Africa”
woodcarving, and I offered him my last 10 Cedi bill. Very nice
and inexpensive and I could slide it into my packed suitcase. I
planned to hang it up in my home before my office party
today, 8/28/11. I also created my “Ghana Wall” with my still
unframed oil paintings and other Ghanaian goodies.
When we arrived at the airport, we had dinner at Orion’s
favorite airport restaurant called Wok Inn, serving both
Chinese and Ghanaian cuisine. This was our last meal in
Ghana and it was very good, with more rice and curried
veggies. Max and Ishara were heading back to London for a
few days before flying home to California; I was heading
home; and Orion was staying for a few more days before he
was coming to the US for a visit. He needed a break from his
GB work in Ghana, and it was time to check out his health. He
exhibited no signs of malaria at least, yet there are a wide
variety of parasites, bacteria, intestinal issues and
Schistosomiasis that people can easily get in Ghana (and of
course many places around the world). It always helps to
know what the local issues are and how to protect oneself
from them. That’s what our medical work is about: identify
the issues and best determine how to we both prevent them
and treat them.

disadvantages, such as needing more luggage and space
(each of my clothing items are larger than my daughter’s, for
example). And let’s not even talk shoes! I always wear the
biggest or heaviest on my feet rather than carry them in my
luggage. I also like to keep my personal items and valuables
with me at all times in case we get stuck somewhere or my
luggage is lost.
Conclusion
Overall, this was a great trip and one I will never forget.
Luckily and with good proactive measures, I wasn’t sick one
day out of my five weeks in Ghana. And I feel really blessed to
have had such a wonderful adventure and to work with the
GB team and all the other people that we met. What a rich
experience! Now, I am even thinking of going back in
December (2012) for another brigade and the festival for
Srafa Aboano, to which I was invited as an honorary Chief. I
will need to see if I can make these plans and have my clinic
team’s support back in California. Also, I almost have
convinced Tara, the kids’ mother, to come with me to Ghana.
When we talked from Ghana, she was feeling a bit nostalgic
not being there with our children and me. So, we shall see.
She traveled there first about 10 years ago to study
drumming and dance with local Ghanaian teachers.
Being in Ghana was like living a whole new life. What an
adventure! And now, being back a few months, I am blessed
to also have a great life here. As I have just turned 64, I feel
so fortunate to have my health and good work to do, friends
and family who—as the Beatles put it—“still need me and
feed me,” and love me as I love them. Still, I have learned to
live each day as if it could be my last, making everything
special and holding a place of love in my heart. I encourage
others to live like this if they can.
Madaase (“Thank You”) for joining me on this journey
story and Blessings to you all,

Dr. Elson,
Yaw Gyata

Flying home, I made it fine on United, running on time with
full flights and smooth connections everywhere. Still, it would
have been nice to lie down and sleep on the long flights; but
really, it’s not worth the much higher ticket cost. As Orion
says, “You could support a lot of people with the extra several
thousand you spend on a business class seat.” Yet, I did pay a
bit more for some extra legroom to help prevent greater
discomfort. Being a “big guy” has both advantages and
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GB Medical Brigade Team

The Traveling Group at Mole
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Dr. E addressing chiefs and community at Srafa Aboano

Yaw Gyata (Thursday born-Lion) addressing Aboano students
Dr. Elson’s Ghana Travelogue

© 2012 Elson M Haas, MD

24

Thank you and farewell at Aboano closing ceremony

A Chief hug at Aboano closing ceremony
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Breakfast at Weda Lodge with Nana Abowano before departing

Saying farewell to Nana Aboano at Weda Lodge several weeks after Aboano work
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At Aboano Beach after Chief Ceremony

Dr. E Shakin’ it with Asamoah and Maame Efua
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Dr. E with kids outside Ekotsi

Dr. E and giant bamboo at Kukum after rope bridge walk
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Dr. E and giant Mahogany tree in monkey forest
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Farewell visit with Nana Aboano
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Hiking in Mole National Park before encountering elephant herd
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Some of the Elephant Herd at Mole
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Dr. E. at Mole Motel overlooking Mole National Park
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Mole National Park—Orion in tree
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Orion with children at Ekumfi Ekotsti where he is Chief
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Mosque and the grand Baobab tree--Larabanga
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King’s College of London Group
Closing Ceremony, Srafa Aboano
(Can you spot Dr. Elson?)
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