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Dr. Isabel Pino brings
needy kids medical care in
Appalachia

7

UP FRONT “She has a great sense of humor, and that works very
well with kids,” a colleague says of pediatrician Isabel Pino.



Roaming Appalachia in a converted van, "
pediatrician Isabel Pino brings hope and healing to
kids in places where doctors are scarce

he long blue van rocks gently as it winds
Trhmugh the steep West Virginia hills on

narrow roads that twist and turn through
the spassely sertled hollows of Appalachia. Itis a
cegion of cruel contrast. Amid a lush natural set-
ting, dense with oak and dogywood trees, stand
many bleak artifacts of poverty, dilapidated
frame houses and trailer homes, their yards often
littered with abandoned toys and rusted cars:
After a 42-mile journey from Huntington,
van arives at the elementary school in Rangg
There, half a dozen children have gathered
awaiting the Good Humor Man. In fact, they're
going to the doctor—or, rather, the doctor has




Medical resident Dr. Jay Naegele
checks Brianna Home, 6, as her
brother Ryan looks on.

Pino is a godsend for children lie Dawn's syndrame patient Christina Caok, 10 (center,
outside her Ranger, WVa., home with har mother, Angela, and sister Melda, 13).
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come to them, One by onc the kids step
into the 34-foot van, which is actually 2
tully equipped mobile pediacric unit,
staffed by a medical resident, rvo murses
and smiling, lively Dr. Isabel Pino.

“You have the mast beauriful eyes,”
says the Cuban-born Fing as she exam-
ines 4-year-old Aumn Williamson
“What s [ gaing ra find in your
cars?” “Little mer,” Autumn answers.
The pediatrician smiles as she peers
through her aroscope. “I might, be-
his magic light,” she says
¢ and Gooly

cause [ have
“Yes, there are men in o
and Mickey in che ocher.
Qver the nexc five hours, Katlyn,
Corey, Chastity and the other children
are weighed and measurec or hop orto
Pino’s table for u shots and TB rests.
These re called outine checkups in
105t parts ountry. but not here
i sernote hamlrs ke Fnger: I the
micst of a mining area, during one of
the greatest ezonomic booms in the na
tion's history, many homes still have no
running wacer or phone service—and

it's 20 miles to the nearest super
ke, never mind a doctar's officz. For
necrly cight years, linos swings
through four Appalachiar: countie:
have brought her ro each of eight
sites at least once a monch. Thou
cramped, her van offers most sci
found at a convenriona
clinicy even incuing chimorhempy
for young cancer paricnts

“It's hard za make people und
stand what this kind of isolarion is,”
says Pino, 47, an assistant professor
atthe Marshall University School of
Medicine in Huntingeon, which—
.\]nnb \vnh Valley Healdh Systems, a
communicy health
nters—sapplies her docrors, nurses
and support staff, *Fifry miles of up
wd down roads going sideways and
every which way, gerting smaller and
smallar and not in good shape. Still,
we have 1o et to the children. That's
wiy our van is necessary,

Pino’s van s one of 18 pro
the Children's Health Fund,

ded by
project

with headquarters in New Y
that is desigred to hring pediatricizns
to mdigent and urinsured childien
around the 115, The fund was |
edin 1987 by singer-songwriter Paul
Siman, along, with Dr Trwin Redlener,
a Manbartan pediauician. Simon do-
nated §85,000 ior che first van, which
still treaes hormeless children in New
York City, and throu
certs—featuring che lices
Soningsicen, Billy Joel, James
and Bl Cosby—has raised $2.5 mil-
Tion for the C r i '\u.ordm), e
lener, Piro is of the project’s stars.
“Isabelis g\mlv etk
we want,” he says, “committed to
high quality of care and a compas-
sionate advocate for the children she
cares for.

The West Virgiria program scartec
in 1992, thanks in part 0 Sen. Jay
Rockefeller, who helped by donating
$50,000. As Rockefeller recalls, ac-
quiring the mobile unit was only half
the battle. The other half was getting

-

some of the morz recicent rural poor
w se ft. “We discovered that fomilics
and kids can be nervous and don't
necessarily come—chey re sometim
afrad to find out thar somethings
wrong,” he say
out there and ma Lu it user- mu\dl\' I
took abour a year to a year and a half
far people o say, [ gaess chis is really
okay. Adds Pino: “People our here
are used to soca. programs coming
d they are scillleft be
hind. It sn't difficule to understan
why they were distruscful.”

Now just about everybody seems
0 aporove. Patienss, most ¢
oy Medicaid if they are insured at
all, arrive on foor—or ¢n masse,
crammed into old cars or pickups.

“Ies about a 43-minute drve to ger
10 the nearest docror,” says Opzl
Mocre, a Ranger clementary schaol
tutor and mother of two wha is con
fined to a wheelchair. 1 think the
good. My kids have u

overed

everybady in the var, s they are
comforrable being treated there.”
Middle schaol teacher Berhans
Brewer of Crum, 56 miles away,
nores thar becanse the vin vis s dur-
irg schaol hours, it makes hfe casicr
tfor working parents who can' always
punch aur for pediatricias visits
is difficn t e hold a jobif you are
going 10 miss 4 loy,” says Brewer
“There are many tmes when proba-
bly Twould ot taks the kids to the
doctor. Pd try 10 over-the-counter
them.* She adds gracefully that rwice,
Pino and er scaff denrified sei
fobiemé i e children, “They te.
ferred my second son <o have
and then treaced him for pneumo-
nia,” says Brews
Brianca, who is 6, was vomiting and
d diarthea and a virus anc was
dehydraced. The docrors on the van
said, ‘Leave for che hospital now. ™
Piro has high praisz for van driver
Paul Gram. “He is the driver, che
registrar, the computer person, e
maintenance man, the scout,” she
“Without hira, his unit would-
Y behere” Restaly, whon thevin
broke Gow, she recals. Gram, 35,
patched a suspension droblem: with
rubber bands, “Eaul docs amazing
things with pager clips and du
tape.” says Pino. Scill, the hearr and
soul of the Appalachian unit is Pino
herselt, who leavens her medicine
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with a warm bedside manner
has a great sense of humor,
and that works very well with kids,”
says licensed pracrical nurse Sherrie
Fulton, who we
breaks the icz.” Pino doesr't break
the skin, though—she lets Fulton or
nurse practitioner Mary Kelly ad-
miniscer injeczions because she can't
stand to inflict pain on her patients
The doczor does, however, hand out
the scickers—liniosaurs, Barbies, car-
toom cheracters—as a reward for

cveryone whe gets a shor

ot Rk s
jokes, pastinjection, with onc -eary
-yearrold. “Imagine you're blawing,
out the candle on a birthday cake,”
she mst-ucts anather child, who is
taking 5 hrcathing test. (Asthma is a
chranic prabiem in the area, and
home heating is usually provided by
coal- or wood-burning stoves, which
aggravate the condition.) Nearly
every paticn: gets quizzed on their
progress in school. ™I think of these
children as my kids—P'm very posses-
sive about them, ” says Pino, who s
single and childless. “When a caild
walks in the doos, I'm not looking at

a passible ear infection. I'm trying to
examine their life.”

Pino strongly emphasizes preven-
tive medicine and nurri.or, which
she and Aer staff teach at local

schools. Ironically, despite their im-
poverished circumstances, many of
che Lids are overweight. “They eal
alo of fried foods, biscuirs and
gravy,” Pino says disapprovingly. As
always, she rries to get her message
across 'n ways that make the earr.-
ing fun. Acting like a cheerleader
front of a class in Ranger, she calls
out the name of a healthy food—
apples—and students respond with
a chorus of “Yes!” Fried chicken and
ice cream are a “No!” Frozen yo-
gurs: “Sometimes!” With cach’cho-
cus, Pino thrusts her fist in the air
and cries, “Yessss!” Some of her
lessans to live by: “Always go
wimming with a buddy, Wear a
prosective helmet o a bicycle. When
you play a game, somconc has to
lose, but it’s important to have fun,
A passion for hecling and empa-

thy for the unfortunate were in
gramed in Pino early on. Her father,
Fernando, now 79, was a physician,
and her mother, Georgira, 76, a lab
zechnician. The family of five lived a
comfortable middle-class existence in
the coastal city of Carderas in Cuba
even after Fidel Castzo took power in
1959. But when the promised demo-
cratic elections never materializec
and freedom of the press was abcl-

hec, Fernando began o oppose the

government vocally

“The kids just love her,” a residant at Marshall University says of his boss (in nutrition
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class, quizzing Miranda Watts, lett, Tiftany Beaty and Paris Brumfield),

“We grew upin afamily
where everyone had fo
wafch out for everyane
else,” says Pino (visit
ing, from left, brother
Eduardo, his kids Angela
and Anthony and his
wife, Nofa).

After the failed Bay of Pigs inva-
sion in April 1961, Fernancio and

her dissidents were herded onto

eball field by machine-gun-toting
miliamen an imprisoned in, the
pens of a converted chicken farm
Visitors were not allawed, and his
family did nat know if they would
aver see him again. “Those are
things that stay wita you,” says
Pino, then 9, who vividly recals her
mother taking packages of food to
the guards, to be given to Fernando.
“My dad never got any of the pack-
ages,” she says. “He ate because
ather people skared.”
zer a few weeks, Fernando was
released rom his coop anc place
uncer houss arrest at a local hospi-
tal, where he contiriucd to practice
medicine. Then, in July 1961, as

thousands ried to leave Cuba, Fer-
nando—who kad obtained a visa be-
fure Castzo—tnznaged 0 emigrate
w0 the 115, Arriving in Tampa with
just one suitcase, he quickly found
work at a small hospital there. Afrer
an agonizing bureascratic night mare,
s family joined him on Dec. 25. 4t
was the best Christmas presant we
ever had,” Fino says.

Mency was tight, and the family
collected S&H Green Stamps o re-
place houschold goods left behind,
all along beleing tht heir Ameri
can sojourn was temporary. “We ex-
g back o
Castro left,” Pino says
Pincs ppevadito a gabach f e Lovi,
wheze Fernando did his residency in
psychiacry. Later, Isabel arcended the
University of Salamanca in Spain for

a year, then, when her family moved
1o Orangebung, NLY,, commuted to
early Marymoune College. All her
ife she'd drcamed of becoming a
doctor, and when she wasi’t admit-
et ULS. medical school, she
M.D. in the Dominican
Fnding her niche in pedi-
atrics, she spenc the 1980s in train-
ing in Jersey City ard Mineola, N.Y.
In 991, Pino gor a call from her
younger brother Eduardo, now 42,
an assistant professor of pediatrics at
Macshell. (lder brother Fernando,
49, a psychiatrist, and U,
cet Fiklen, 35, a Séhoolcaches both
live in cre was an apen
img in Hungington, he ol her fora
director of an ambulatory clinic
“Do you want o come to the hills of
West Virginia?” he asked. Pino took

the post, and the mobile clinic hit the
road in January 1992, two months
after she arrived. 1 was with the van
from day one,” says l'iro, who also
supervises medical residents at Mar-
shall. [ her off-hours she indulges
interests in motoreycles, ice hockey
anc TV cooking shows. But Pino’s
great passion remains her young pa
aents, whether they e in a state of
linic or @ long
bluc van in a lonely mounain ho!
low. *In what other profession can
you inflict pain or tickle someone
and get paid for ic—and in the enc
they say thank you?” she says with a
laugh. “You have to be a pediatri-
cian, right?”
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