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Words spoken by Doctor Catherine Hamlin – 

 

“As word of our success spread we began to see more and more women suffering from fistulas. What a 

tragic sight they were. Offensive to smell, dressed in rags, often completely destitute, they would 

sometimes walk for two or three hundred kilometres to get to us in Addis Ababa.” 
 

 

 

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is these patients we are continually working for. 

 

(The following stories are before Covid-19 lockdown)                                                               

(Story 1) Her name is Astegn 

 

The small rural village in Southern Ethiopia that Astegn, aged 22, grew up in is two-days walking 

distance away from the nearest main road and then a further two days bus journey to Addis 

Ababa. Public services, such as healthcare, could not be more remote for her family of eight 

siblings and her parents, who are subsistence farmers living in poverty. Astegn was 18 when she 

married and when she was 19 she was happy to find out she was pregnant. However, when the 
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time came for the birth and with no professional healthcare in the village, her long and     

obstructed labour went on for seven agonising days. Sadly, she gave birth to a stillborn baby, 

suffered severe injuries to the nerves in her legs and the long labour had left her doubly 

incontinent. Astegn stayed like this in her bed for 18 months. “My father and step-mother were 

there by my side to feed me and to make sure I was clean. My days were full of sorrow, I was always 

sad. I cried every day and sometimes I wished I could die instead of living with this agony.” In time, a 

health worker trained in fistula patient identification arrived at Astegn’s village, found her and 

made the arrangements for her to be taken to Yirgalem Regional Fistula Hospital. She received 

a year of    rehabilitation and physiotherapy at Yirgalem before she was fit for surgery, which 

she has now had. Surgery has given Astegn her life back and she is at Desta Mender, Hamlin’s 

rehabilitation centre, receiving counselling and training in business and life skills to empower 

her to start an independent life.  

 

 

Astegn says, “Look at me, who could believe this. I 

am a different person now. My life is totally 

transformed. You have fixed my physical problems 

and now you are fixing my social problems. My future 

plan is to go back to my village and open a small 

merchandising shop. I am more inspired now to 

become successful in my own business and lead a 

happy and independent life.”  

 

 

 

(Story 2) Her name is Ayana. 

 

 Ayana was found during one of our patient identification 

outreach programmes in a remote village near to Yirgalem. She 

had lived a difficult life with her fistula injury for 60 years and 

she was taken to our fistula hospital in Yirgalem severely 

malnourished and weighing just 32kgs. Ayana has received her 
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life-changing surgery and while the operation treated her fistula injury, the Hamlin model of 

care supported her afterwards. She was pleased to be dry after living so many years in her 

miserable state.         

(Story 3)              Elfinish, Life After Fistula: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elfinish has been running her shop for the last three years, where she sells a wide variety of 

products needed for life in the rural Ethiopian town of Begi. You could find just about anything 

you need in her small shop – from spices to soap, cooking oil to safety pins. Although her shop 

may be small, it allows her to lead a life of independence and this means everything for her and 

her 10-year-old daughter Netsanet. Elfinish’s shop is located just outside her home town in the 

northwest of Ethiopia.  

 

She moved away from home in her early twenties 

when she got married, and gave birth to Netsanet 

shortly afterwards. It was during Elfinish’s second 

pregnancy six years ago that she began to face 

complications. After enduring a prolonged labour, 

Elfinish was faced with the agony of losing her child and 

suffering a double fistula. In need of treatment, Elfinish 

made the journey to Hamlin’s Addis Ababa Fistula 
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Hospital, where she underwent a series of surgical procedures. Although most obstetric fistula 

injuries can be treated with a single surgery that can take less than an hour, Elfinish’s injury was 

so severe that she required a treatment programme that spanned six years. “Because of this 

injury I got divorced, was discriminated by my own family and was unable to look after my only 

daughter. I used to lead a desperate life in general, now Hamlin has fixed not only the injury but also 

my life. No words can express my gratitude”. Elfinish had not only lost her child, but was socially 

isolated, shunned by her husband and family and left without a source of income. 

Even after her many surgical procedures Elfinesh was not able to return home. Instead she 

moved to Desta Mender, Hamlin’s rehabilitation centre, where she received an individually 

tailored programme to equip her with   the skills needed to reintegrate into her community and 

lead a life of independence. While at Desta Mender, Elfinish took classes in business 

management which gave her the tools she needed to run her own small business. Three years 

later and she has a stable source of income that allows her to provide for her daughter 

Netsanet. Elfinish is now in regular contact with her family who have welcomed her back and 

regularly visit her shop. In fact, her strength of character and ability to overcome adversity has 

really inspired her older brother Gezahgan who moved to Begi to be closer to his sister. 

Through the hard work Elfinesh has put into her business over the past three years, she now 

has an independent and better life with her own income to live on. The shop is her workplace 

during daytime and a home for herself and Netsanet by night. Being reintegrated near to      

their home village and gaining economic independence has changed their lives. For many fistula 

survivors their injuries aren’t merely physical, this is why every woman who undergoes fistula 

surgery at one of our six Hamlin hospitals also receives counselling, physiotherapy and basic 

literacy and numeracy lessons as part of the Hamlin holistic model of care. 

  

Hamlin’s Green Environment Contribution. 

An important annual event which Hamlin Fistula Ethiopia has undertaken for many years is tree 

planting. This year, staff members gathered at Desta Mender to plant trees, whilst being very 

aware of  the need to protect themselves from the coronavirus pandemic. The event took 

place inside our breathtaking bushy compound located on the outskirts of Addis Ababa.  

This year the Ethiopian government has a plan to plant 5 billion trees across the country in the 

campaign named “Green Footage”. Hamlin’s tree plantation is a part of the campaign.  
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While officially opening the event Tesfaye Mamo, the CEO 

said, “earlier this year we lost our founder Emaye and most of 

us are still grieving. She used to be a life fruit for poor 

Ethiopian women with fistula, in restoring their dignity with 

love and affection so that they are able to enjoy a sweet life 

again. Our tree planting today will be in memory of Emaye and 

we plant different fruits in remembrance of her.  We will keep 

our eyes on the plants until we finally get fruits as we keep 

our promise to continue Emaye’s legacy and we realize her 

lifetime dream.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CEO Tesfaye planting a tree. 
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Covid-19 and the hospital’s preventative measures. 

Sr Konjit is the Matron at the main hospital here in Addis Ababa. She says “the pandemic has 

definitely affected the flow of fistula victims towards our hospitals. In fact, it is normal to see a  

slow-down of patient flow during the rainy season but the fear of the pandemic means we have 

even fewer patients than is normal. We are taking preventive measures and our patients can 

see how safe we are.  

 

We have prepared an isolation 

room with two beds, drugs and 

oxygen in case any of our patients 

show symptoms. Our medical 

director is in discussion with the 

government with regards to us 

being able to handle testing for 

Covid-19 here for every fistula 

patient before surgery. Fortunately 

there are no cases inside our 

hospital.  

 

 

We are teaching our patients about the virus 

and the preventive measures they should 

follow. Face masks are provided for each 

patient and they should wear their masks 

while moving around the hospital compound. 

Hand sanitizers are made available in many 

accessible places. Visiting from family and 

friends is not allowed.  
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We have provided our staff with         

hand sanitizers and face masks, and 

strict measures are in place for 

disinfecting wards, offices and other 

facilities so that we can provide our 

regular services in a safe way”.   

  

 

 

Our Midwifery Students during Covid -19 Pandemic. 

 

 

 

 

Following preventive measures 

implemented by the Ethiopian 

government for Covid-19, all students 

have been at home since March 2020.  

 

 

 

 

 

Rahmet is a 3rd year student at the Hamlin 

College of Midwives. 

Now she is with her family at her home 

town Mettu, where one of the five Hamlin’s 

outreach centers is located. We spoke by 
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telephone to Rahmet and asked her feelings on the current situation. She says, “Before we left 

the college our instructors equipped us with enough material for each and every course and we are 

studying at home. To be honest, as this is the longest time away from school in my life, I miss my 

classmates and feel detached from the teaching and learning process. I can’t wait to rejoin college life 

inside that breathtaking compound hoping that the pandemic will be under control soon.”           

Like all higher institutions in the country, the Hamlin College of Midwives has sent its 98 

midwifery students to their respective families in the countryside. According to the directions 

of the Government, the college took its own measures to continue the students’ teaching and 

learning process from a distance. Students were categorized into advisory groups based on 

their academic year. Each group then created a Telegram group account so that members 

would have access to teaching materials from their instructors and would be able to exchange 

ideas between themselves. 

 Kibru is one of the midwifery instructors at the college now working from home. He says “it is 

true to say the teaching and learning process has resumed. Based on the lesson plan for the courses, I 

regularly share materials with my students; some of them even call me direct and talk on points that 

require explanations.” Direct phone call with instructors and email communications are other 

optional ways to reach the students. They are also recommended to visit government clinics 

around their own areas for practical observations.   

 Rahmet continues, “alongside my studies I spend the day helping my mom at home, teaching 

neighbours on ways to prevent the pandemic and I visit the government clinics locally for practical 

observation. But most of all, praying for that day to come where the pandemic will be over and our 

regular classes are able to start again.” 

According to Zelalem, Dean of the College, the staff is trying to stay in contact with the 

students using every possible option. This strategy will make the transition to regular classes 

very smooth. Regarding the graduating class, all of them have finished their research and are 

now submitting their results via email. Graduation day will be decided based on the direction 

from the government.   

  

Moving on to Retirement. 

On July 16, 2020, Mamitu and Biru officially retired from their 61 years of service with HFE 

which began soon after the arrival in Ethiopia of Drs Reg and Catherine Hamlin in 1959. At the 

farewell ceremony Tesfaye Mamo said, “You have given your entire life to hand us a unique and 

exemplary way of patient care that you have inherited from the founders. Now it is our turn to carry on  
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what you have started, at the same 

height of performance like yours, until 

we see the Hamlin’s dream realized.”  

During the ceremony held at the 

fistula hospital in Addis Ababa,  

Mamitu and Biru received their 

retirement certificates and thank you 

gifts in the presence of senior 

management team members.   

 

 

 

Speaking at the ceremony Tesfaye said, 

 

 “It is very hard to think of the lifelong astonishing work of 

Emaye without Mamitu and Biru. Unlike any one of us, you 

were there by the side of our founders in all their 61 years 

of challenges and successes the organization has gone 

through. Your iconic contribution will always be remembered 

throughout the life of HFE.  

 

 

 

 

 

 Your retirement is just to give personal resting time 

from the long service you have both given. It doesn’t 

mean that your time here is finished, because we will 

always need your advice and support.” 
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Mamitu Gashe first knew the Hamlins when she was a 

patient 61 years ago.  After her fistula repair she started 

serving the doctors as a nursing aide until she finally 

became a certified fistula surgeon and responsible for 

training doctors coming from around the globe. 

 Following Dr Catherine’s retirement she became a full 

time caring assistant, spending all her days with her 

doctor,   employer, trainer, good friend, sister, simply her 

everything until she lost her last March.  

 

Biru started his career with the Hamlins, also 61 years 

ago, first as a gardener then, as a good Ethiopian 

friend and assistant in all matters. Dr Reg noticed his 

honest personality. As well as being a good gardener 

Biru served as messenger and translator, and taking on 

other responsibilities day by day. In 1993, following 

the death of Dr Reg, Biru became the only man to 

safeguard Dr Catherine until her final day in this 

world.  

At the farewell, both Biru and Mamitu recalled how the organization had grown from small 

beginnings to the height of what it is today. Their hope after their retirement is to see the 

fulfillment of Dr Hamlin’s dream of eradicating fistula and that the work will continue forever 

with another maternal health mission so that the Hamlins will be remembered for generations 

to come. 

  

  

  

 Dr Hamlin (and her faithful pet-companion) with 

dear Mamitu in the garden so lovingly tended by 

Biru for many years. 
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................................................................................................................................................................................................... 

We would like to send you news about our work, fundraising activities and ways to get 

involved. Please let us know (by email) if you are happy to hear from us by email. (If you change 

your mind about hearing from us you can stop receiving our updates at any time by emailing     

info@hamlinfistulauk.org                 or calling 0121 5593999 

Hamlin Fistula UK hopes that you find our reports on the hospital very encouraging, and we 

thank you for your continuing support.  

We are pleased to let you know that in December, Hamlin Fistula UK will be 

participating in the Big Give Christmas Challenge 2020 - the UK’s largest online 

matched funding campaign.                                                                                   

Last year, thanks to generous supporters like you, we raised almost £10,000 

online to support 19 fistula surgeries at our Yirgalem Fistula Hospital. The Big 

Give named Hamlin Fistula UK “Best Newcomer” in their annual awards.                                                                   

We hope to raise even more for women in Ethiopia this year, more details will 

be shared on how to get involved later in the year. 

  

mailto:info@hamlinfistulauk.org
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For anyone wishing to donate, please see pages 12 & 13. Thank you.   

Hamlin Fistula Ethiopia is one of Africa’s success stories. Please help us to continue 

to keep the candle burning which Drs Reginald and Catherine Hamlin lit more 

than 50 years ago. 

............................................................................................................................. ........................... 

 

Our Office is manned by our Company Secretary and volunteers and it is not 

open every day. If you need to contact us your message and telephone number 

can be left on our answer-phone and we will get back to you as soon as possible. 

Thank you for your cooperation.  

....................................................................................................................................................... 

The Hamlins first came to Birmingham in 1967 on a fundraising tour. Dr Reginald 

Hamlin lectured at the University of Birmingham, which has a Medical School with 

an outstanding record as a teaching hospital. The Charity was formed immediately 

after this visit to support them in their wonderful healing work.  

There are many ways you can support us. 

A direct gift of cash                                                                                                                       

A regular gift by ‘standing order’                                                                                          

A gift by CAF cheque                                                                                                   

Payroll giving                                                                                                                  

Online donation through our secure website - just click on DONATE 

There are special arrangements to give relief from Inheritance Tax on bequests, 

and from Capital Gains Tax on gifts of shares. 

 

If you wish your contribution to be a Gift Aid donation, please complete and sign 

the form below and return it to the Company Secretary  
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Mr Laurence Parkes, 

 Hamlin Fistula UK,  

4 Nimmings Road,                                                                          

 Halesowen,  

West Midlands, B62 9JJ 

Please accept the enclosed donation for the work of the Addis Ababa Fistula 

Hospital through the Charity Hamlin Fistula UK.   

Cheque attached   £…………………………….. 

Title…………..       Forename(s)……………………………    

Surname…………………………... 

Address……………………………………………………………………………………………

….…………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………. 

……………………………………………………………………………………….                                        

 If you wish to Gift Aid this donation, please tick               and sign below   

Signature……………………………………………………..   Date ……………..………………    

 

I am a UK taxpayer and understand that if I pay less Income Tax and/or Capital Gains Tax in the 

current tax year than the amount of Gift Aid claimed on all of my donations; it is my 

responsibility to pay any difference.   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hamlin Fistula UK is a Company Limited by Guarantee 

Registered in England.   No: 08457433 
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Merchandise for Sale 

 

 

 

 

     Dr Hamlin’s first Book   “The Hospital by the River”    

     £5 each (if collected from office)  or by post  £8 each                                                                                                                                                        

                                 

     Qty: ……..Book(s) @ £8.00 (within UK)        £ …………………..   

 

 

 

  Dr Hamlin’s second Book   “Catherine’s Gift”                                      

£2.50 each (if collected from office)  or by post £5.50 each    

                                                                                                   

Qty: ………Book(s) @ £8.00  (within UK)  £ …………………. 

 

 

 Logo Lapel pin                                                                                

£1 each (if collected from office) or by post in multiples of 4 pins  

                                                                                    at £5      

                 Qty: …...packs of 4 pins @ £5 (within UK)    £………………………......  

 

 

 Hamlin Fistula Key Ring 2 cm diameter.                                               

£1 each (if collected from office) or by post in multiples of 4 

rings at £5                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Qty: …..packs of 4 rings @ £5 (within UK)   £……………………….... 

 

 

 

 

Please phone office to arrange time for personal 

Collections: 0121 559 3999 

Orders by post will be despatched on receipt of payment 
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Do you internet shop at eBay, John Lewis, Next and many more favourite 

retailers, also some holiday bookings and transport fares?                                                                                                  

May we suggest that you Register at:   http://www.easyfundraising.org.uk/          

and then put it in your Favourites. (Bookmark).  

Instead of going directly to eBay, etc. find the retailer through          

easyfundraising.org.uk   

Click on it and shop.  

Remember to say you are supporting “Hamlin Fistula UK” - every purchase 

makes a contribution to the Charity with no additional cost to yourselves. Do 

investigate it.  

  

 

 

Notelets  £2.50 per pack of 6   (if collected from office)                                               

or by post in multiples of 4 packs of 6 at £12                                                                                                                        

Qty: …… packs of 6 notelets @ £12 (within UK) £…………….... 

 

 

“Two for One”     

This 16 page soft cover A5 book tells the story of the life of a 

fistula patient.    £1 each or by post -4 copies for £5 

Qty: ……….. X 4copies @ £5      

 

                                         

 

   Bookmarks    

  50p each or by post – up to 15 bookmarks please add £1                                                                                                                

Qty:  ……….@ 50p each plus £1 p&p - for up to 15 bookmarks                                                              

£……………………….                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

 

Obstetric Fistula is a humiliating   

condition caused by obstructed    

labour, leaving mothers with 

horrific childbirth injuries.                      

Their babies are almost           

always stillborn. 

These mothers come to us    

destitute, wearing nothing but 

urine soaked clothes and more 

often than not, they are        

barefoot. 

With your help they can be       

transformed into beautiful  

young women with a new     

start in life.  

Each Bookmark purchased    


