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DWATCH

SOVIET UNION

Cardiac Kids

PHOTOGRAPHS BY GARY MATOSO
TEXT BY JAMES WEEKS, JR.

mid the beaming faces and squeals of laughter it is easy
to forget that you are walking down the corridors of
~ Children’s Hospital Number One in Leningrad; the

excited banter and occasional bickering could be coming

from perfectly healthy children roughhousing on a play-
ground. But this is a hospital ward, not a playground, and
these children are not healthy. They were all born with heart
disease and now await the surgery that will save their lives.

Each year an estimated 30,000 children in the Soviet Union
are born with complex congenital heart disease. A quarter of
them die before their first birthday. Those who do survive
childhood suffer from bluish skin and lips, clubbed fingers,
and in the worst cases are unable to walk across a room; most
do not live beyond their teens. For although the Soviets have
been successfully performing adult heart surgery for years,
inexperience in pediatric cardiac care and the lack of advanced
equipment have hampered efforts to treat heart disease in its

e | youngest victims.

Until recently, that is. Twwo
years ago a coalition of American
doctors launched an ambitious
project called Heart To Heart
International Children’s Medical
Alliance —a pioneering effort to
help establish a surgical center in
Leningrad for children with heart
disease. At least twice a year, the
Qakland, California—based alliance
sends medical teams to the Soviet
Union to teach doctors there the
complex surgical skills necessary
to perform cardiac operations on
babies and young children. Their
goal: to enable the Soviets to

drastically reduce the number of youngsters
who die each year because of failing hearts.

Last September, Dr. Nilas Young, chief of car-
diac surgery at Oakland Children’s Hospital, led
the alliance’s third expedition. The 38-member
team brought an assortment of diagnostic equip-
ment, including an echocardiographic machine—
a sophisticated device that enables cardiologists to
pinpoint problems inside the heart. They also
transported “catheters, needles, syringes—basic
instruments that are in short supply in the Soviet
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Union,” according to Young.

During the two-week visit the American
team worked with 50 Soviet doctors, and saw
approximately 400 Soviet families—many of
whom had traveled by train for up to a week to
be seen by the American surgeons. Children’s
Hospital Number One was, in Young's words,
“wall-to-wall with people.” In the hallways and
in the wards, the families ate, played games,
read, slept, and anxiously waited as the doctors
completed the screening process.
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SAVING LIVES IN LENINGRAD
Thanks to help from the California-based
‘Heart To Heart International Children’s

the eastern regions of the country must

Medical Alliance, the Soviet Union is es-
tablishing a center in Leningrad for chil-
dren with heart disease. It is the sole
advanced pediatric cardiac clinic outside
of Moscow, however, and kids who live in

travel thousands of miles for treatment.
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in the hallways and in the wards, the
families ate, played games, read, and
anxiously waited as the dociors com-

pleted the screening process.
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Mothers such as Galena
Mamontova (helow left, woman
on the right) were responsible for
feeding and bathing their kids, as
well as cleaning the hospital

rooms during their stay. Soviet
university students (right, top)
translated for the American team
(right, middle). Veronica Mendel-
son (right, bottom), after surgery.
She says she now aspires to be a
pediatric cardiologist.

The American cardiologists and their
Soviet counterparts managed to screen
nearly 250 patients, and in the end chose
13 children to operate on; the hundreds of
other children were put on a waiting list
for the next visit. Then, with university
students serving as translators, surgical
teams performed an average of two opera-
tions a day, most lasting five or six hours.

Twelve of the 13 operations were highly
successful. Veronica Mendelson, a 14-year-
old who was born with one ventricle
instead of two, could barely walk up a few
steps before last September; today she can
easily scale a flight of stairs. And Olga
Abramova, an eight-year-old from
Leningrad, is doing so well that she now is
strong enough to attend school.

But Valeria Mamontova provides the
most vivid example of Heart To Heart’s tri-
umph. Ever since Valeria was born with a
heart defect in 1985, her mother, Galena,
has been searching for a doctor who could
perform the necessary operation. Last
September her hopes were lifted when the
Heart To Heart doctors picked Valeria as
one of the candidates for surgery. But when
scheduling difficulties forced the American
team to postpone the operation, Galena
broke down and wept; she was convinced
that her daughter would never get well.

A few weeks later, however, Galena
Mamontova’s struggle finally ended. Soviet
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Galena Mamontova and her six-  surgeons who had been trained by the Amer-
icans were able to successfully perform the
operation on Valeria. And today, the little girl
is fully recovered. Each morning Galena
watches proudly as Valeria heads off to kin-
dergarten, and her father boasts of his daugh-
ter’s newly acquired bicycle-riding skills.

It is stories such as Valeria’s that inspire
the Heart To Heart doctors to continue their
work. As Christian Hardy, a cardiologist at
Oakland Children’s Hospital, says, “You

HOW YOU CAN HELP

Special pedmtnc curdluc equipment, hasi 'medltul supplles and docors trumad in sophlsiimied
cardiac surgery are sorely needed in the Snwet Union, where 30,000 chlidren are born with com-
plex congenital heart dlseuse each year. Parents who 'msh o help such duldren can make o dono-
tion to the Heart To Heart International Children’s Medical Alliance, a nonprofit |
‘organization based in Dukiund California. The alliance not tmly brmgs doctors und supplies o
Leningrad several fimes a year, but also arranges for Smuet thsldren fo be npemied on here in the
 United States. Any donations will be used fo purchase equipment and o pay f for airline tickets. To
- make o dunaﬁﬂn send u check or money order to: Heart To Heuﬂ 3300 Wehsier Siree! Suﬂe :
::1505 Uakfund (A94609 [untnbuimns are fax- deduthhle :

year-old daughter, Valeria.
The little girl was operated on
by Soviet doctors trained by
the American surgeons.

Today she is completely
recovered and attends
kindergarten in Leningrad.
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know that all those blue children will turn
into pink ones—literally within seconds of
completing the surgery—and that children
who never spent much time out of bed will
suddenly be able to play. It is amazing.”

But the group has no intention of limit-
ing their efforts to cardiology; they are eager
to help the Soviets turn Children’s Hospital
Number One into a full-service pediatric
teaching center. To that end the doctors
brought along a pediatric dentist and pulmo-
nologist to Leningrad this past May, and if all
goes according to plan a new team will visit
again this month. The alliance hopes that
with each successive trip, more and more
Soviet doctors will master new surgical tech-
niques, and ever greater numbers of children
will get the chance to live, healthfully, into
adulthood. O

James Weeks, Jr., wrote A Boy Becomes a Man
at Wounded Knee” for the April issue.
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