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Lia Lee had been born in the highlands of northwest Laos,
ere her parents and twelve of her brothers and sisters were
rn, her mother would. have squatted on the floor of the house
r father had built from ax-hewn planks thatched with bamboo

and grass. The floor was dirt, but it was clean. Her mother, Foua,

sprinkl

ed it regularly with water to keep the dust down and swept it

every morning and evening with a broom she had made of grass and
bark. She used a bamboo dustpan, which she hed also made herself,

to coll
outsids
2 less f
dirty,
proud

ect the feces of the children who were too young to defecate
, and emptied its contents in the forest. Even if Foua had been
astidious housekeeper, her newborn babies wouldn’t have gotten

to this day that she delivered each of them into her own hands,

reaching between her legs to ease out the head and then letting the

rest off
was Py
band,

the body slip out onto her bent forearms. No birth attendant
esent, though if her throat became dry during labor, her hus-
Nao Kao, was permitted to bring her a cup of hot water, as

long as he averted his eyes from her body. Because Foua believed that
ng or screaming would thwart the birth, she labored in silence,
he exception of an occasional prayer to her ancestors. She was
:t that although most of her babies were born at night, her older

moanir
with

S0 quig

since she never let them actually touch the floor. She remains
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children slept undisturbed on a communal bamboo pallet a few feet
away, and woke only when they heard the cry of their new brotheér or
sister, After each birth, Nao Kao cut the umbilical cord with heated
scissors and tied it with string. Then Foua washed the baby with water
she had carried from the stream, usually in the early phases of labor,
in a wooden and bamboo pack-barrel strapped to her back.

Foua conceived, carried, and bore all her children with ease, but
had there been any problems, she would have had recourse to a variety
of remedies that were commonly used by the Hmong, the hilltribe to
which her family belonged. If a Hmong couple failed to produce chil-
dren, they could call in a £xiv neeb, a shaman who was believed to have
the ability to enter a trance, summon a posse of helpful familiars, ride
a winged horse over the twelve mountains between the earth and the
sky, cross an ocean inhabited by dragons, and (starting with bribes of
food and money and, if necessary, working up to a necromantic sword)
negotiate for his patients’ health with the spirits who lived in the realm
of the unseen. A fxiv neeh might be able to ture infertility by asking
the couple to sacrifice a dog, a cat, a chicken, or a sheep. After the
animal’s throat was cut, the zxiv neeb would string a rope bridge from
the doorpost to the marriage bed, over which the soul of the couple’s
future baby, which had been detained by a malevolent spirit called a
dab, could now freely travel to earth. One could also take certain pre-
cautions to avoid becoming infertile in the first place. For example,
no Hmong woman of childbearing age would ever think of setting

foot inside a cave, because a particularly unpleasant kind of dab some-
times lived there who liked to eat flesh and drink blood and could
make his victim sterile by having sexual intercourse with her.

Once a Hmong woman became pregnant, she could ensure the
health of her child by paying close attention to her food cravings. If
she craved ginger and failed to eat it, her child would be born with
an extra finger or toe. If she craved chicken flesh and did not eat it,
her child would have a blemish near its ear. If she craved eggs and
did not eat them, her child would have a lumpy head. When a Hmong
woman felt the first pangs of labor, she would hurry home from the
rice or opium fields, where she had continued to work throughout her
pregnancy. It was important to reach her own house, or at least the
house of one of her husband’s cousins, because if she gave birth any-
where else a dab might injure her. A long or arduous labor could be
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eased by drinking the water in which a key h_ad been boiled, in orck::-1
to unlock the birth canal; by having her family array bowlis of sac-};
water around the room and chant prayers over them; or, if the di ‘1-
culty stemmed from having treated an elder member‘of, the fatm y
with insufficient respect, by washing the offended relatn.re s“ﬁngert}ps
and apologizing like crazy untl the relative finally said, “I forgive
.Soon after the birth, while the mother and baby were still l};mg
together next to the fire pit, the father dug a holelat least twt; 1i:eat
deep in the dirt floor and buried the placenta. If it was a girl, her
placenta was buried under her parents’ bed, if it was a boy, his placent,a
was buried in a place of greater honor, near the base: of the .‘hous; s
central wooden pillar, in which a male spirit, a dom.esuc guardxan wdo
held up the roof of the house and watched over its resxdents., mfih e
his home. The placenta was always buried with the smooth s1d_e, lf;-
side that had faced the fetus inside the womb, turned. upward, 51];1(;:: i
it was upside down, the baby might vomit after nursing. If thek '.jj 3{)’ 8
face erupted in spots, that meant the placenta was being attac 1eh 1Y
ants underground, and boiling water was poured into the burial hole
as an insecticide. In the Hmong language, the word for placenta means
“acket.” It is considered one’s first and finest garment. Wh(;,n a
Hmong dies, his or her soul must travel b':lck from place t?alp rlslce,
retracing the path of its life geography, until it reaches the b.un p acie
of its placental jacket, and puts it on. Only.after Fhe sou.l is p.rop;.r y
dressed in the clothing in which it was b01'~n can '1t continue 1ts.uan-
gerous journey, past murderous dabs and giant poisonous caterpl arsci
around man-eating rocks and impassable oceans, to the plac.e b?YOI}u
the sky where it is reunited ‘with its ancestors and from 1;\.'h;‘c:}t;1 it wi 1
someday be sent to be reborn as the soul of a new.baby. I de s'ou
cannot find its jacket, it is condemned to an eternity of wandering,

you

ked and alone.
" Because the Lees are among the 150,000 Hmong who have fled

Laos since their country fell to communist forces in 1975, they do not
know if their house is still standing, or if the ﬁve.male and seve.ﬁ
femnale placentas that Nao Kao buried under the dirt ﬂpor are st \
there. They believe that half of the placentas have alreat.iy b,e_gr;l pu
to their final use, since four of their sons and two of _theu: daug ';ilrs
died of various causes before the Lees came to the United States. The




i
/

6 / The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down

i.;;eshbclieve that someday the souls of
ave 2 long way to travel, si
, since they will h i
st ) trav ey ave t
itscgzvi;r;xeMerced,. Cah.forma, where the family has s;efttrggte ot
s beforen N)Izears in this country; to Portand, Oregon wher:etx:lll -
erced; to Honolulu, Hawaii where their a;rpl fr -
3 AN Iwom

1

The Lees’ thirtcenth chi i
. ild, Mai,
Thailand. Her placenta was buried

child, Lia, was borm i
> L3, W in the Merced Communi .
entr: ey, where many Hm alifor-
Lia’ o y ong refuge
dcl:::tscnP*;I a;ex;;acwn ;s incinerated. Some Hmong wofn:; ﬁ::: ::1: egtl ;d'
take their bab, ’C,I as the hospital is commonly called, if the ecoulg
esced pacldng'f]j p]acentas home. Several of the doctors hav.a-yaC )
’ € placentas in plastic b -
th . . ags or take- :
hazeh::g;f ‘;:a:tena; most have refused, in someoc:ts:: I;)t:::;m ft?m
found o iil ! da}t the ‘women Planned to eat the placentas anc(l3 ha:Y
1sgusting, and in some cases because they h’ave feareg

h . .,
e possible spread of hepatitis B, which js carried by at least fifte
en

percent of the Hmon .
g refugees i
thought to ask, since she s gees in the United States. Foua never

. peaks no E : A
Lia, no one present spoke Hmeong. hnff;hc,a::dthwehin S}}e delivered
] == |

had a wooden floor ¢ artm
overed with wall-to-wall carpeti partment
arpeting, so burying

the alf;cenia. would have been a difficult proposition
en :
il baCkl(s)lnwas bo.rn, at 7:09 p.m. on July 19, 1982, Foua was Ivi
o a steel table, her body covered with sterile dr b
genit eairea paln‘ted with a brown Betadine solution Withapels:iher
s li tha?f trained on her perineum. There were n(’h famﬂ . meghn
e deless {:IZTe.dGﬂY- tI-lThueson, a family practice resident gho d]?;
e aru'ﬁciaﬁ o mxrnd e chfu't that in order to speed the labor. he
o ertfical ‘y pture Foua’s amniotic sac by poking it with a ,
gp c z‘imm—hook”; that no anesthesia was us d; epiet
:}:om;;,t an incision to enlarge the vaginal opening, “was nece
t i I :
to:i nat Oex;: ::: bllrth, Foua received a standard intravenous dose of Pj
et infasnt?,c; llzzzeuter.us}.l DSr. Thueson also noted that Lia was I;
) ‘ weight, 8 pounds 7 ounce it]
’ : s, and condi
ppropriate for gestational age” (an estimate he based o?lnobzl:rr‘lr;:ife
n

most of the rest of their family

was born in a refugee camp in
under their hut, Their fourteenth

o episi-
was necessary; and
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alone, since Foua had received no prenatal care, was not certain how
long she had been pregnant, and could not have told Dr. Thueson
even if she had known). Foua thinks that Lia was her largest baby,
although she isn’t sure, since none of her thirteen elder children were
weighed at birth, Lia’s Apgar scores, an assessment of a newborn in-
fant’s heart rate, respiration, muscle tone, color, and refiexes, were
good: gne minute after her birth she scored 7 on a scale of 10, and
four'ﬁnutes later she scored 9. When she was six minutes old, her
color was described as “pink” and her activity as “crying.” Lia was
shown briefly to her mother. Then she was placed in a steel and Plexi-
glas warmer, where a nurse fastened a plastic identification band
around her wrist and recorded her footprints by inking the soles of
her feet with a stamp pad and pressing them against a Newborn Iden-
tification form. After that, Lia was removed to the central nursery,
where she received an injection of Vitamin K in one of her thighs to

emorrhagic disease; was treated with two drops of silver ni-

prevent h
tion from gonococcal

trate solution in each eye, to prevent an infec

bacteria; and was bathed with Safeguard soap.
Foua’s own date of birth was recorded on Lia’s Delivery Room

Record as October 6, 1944. In fact, she: has no idea when she was
born, and on various other occasions during the next several years she
would inform MCMC personnel, through English-speaking relatives
such as the nephew’s wife who had helped her check into the hospital
for Lia’s delivery, that her date of birth was October 6, 1942, or, more
frequently, October 6, 1926. Not a single admitting clerk ever appears
to have questioned the latter date, though it would imply that Foua
gave birth to Lia at the age of 55. Foua is quite sure, however, that
October is correct, since she was told by her parents that she was born
during the season in which the optum fields are weeded for the second
time and the harvested rice stalks are stacked. She invented the precise
day of the month, like the year, in order to satisfy the many Americans
who have evinced an abhorrence of unfilled blanks on the innumerable
forms the Lees have encountered since their admission to the United
States in 1980. Most Hmong refugees are familiar with this American
trait and have accommodated it in the same way. Nao Kao Lee has 2

first cousin who told the immigration officials that all nine of his chil-

dren were born on July 15, in nine consecutive years, and this infor-
mation was duly recorded on their resident alien documents.
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When Lia Lee was rele
ased from MCMC
h ) at the age
er mother was asked to sign a piece of papejr tha reid-Of three days,

I CERTIFY tha il i
o TEY e tddunn,gr the discharge procedure I received my bab
et it etermined that it was mine. 1 checked the Ide X,
Dand® al;l: sezled on the baby and on me and found that th E\l:r— .
y numbered 5043 and contained correct identifying infog r_iere
atior.

Since Foua cannot read and has never learned t
. . O i .
}I:ZI?DIZ;: ;ss Efdhlfcel);l that. she followed these instrulc::(i:((:rigsl?l IZ-;O?VI:‘:: Isl}I:;
o poen aeked :r e.l;jgnamre so often in the United States that, she
e mastercd the ;:;tpl forms of the seven different letters contained
e Hmm,l o ‘aélllg. (The Yar.1gs and the Lees are among the largest
Sl I_i,rs :ﬁ Iz other major ones are the Chas, the Chengs, the
e o t,h ; ues, the Los, the Mouas, the Thaos, the V’ues
Fon regu ! i;:thangs.‘ln Laos, the clan name came first, but mos;
T, th“ﬁrgfathe ’ el United States use it as a surname. Children be-
e e ai. s clan; women traditionally retain their clan name
after Signau.lm rrying 2 meml?er of one’s own clan is strictly taboo.)
e g xshnq %ess lhegxble than the signatures of most c;f
VNGl resid tI;:Z p yzlczans-m-trah_ﬁng, which, particularly if they are
I en soward ¢ ; En t[cl)f a t?ventytfour—hour shift, tend to resemble
me e ) has he unique distinction of looking different each
sme It appears na 1()spital document. On this occasion, FOUAYANG
o e ks;u;i : ;vno;-;i. Oge A is canted to the left and one to the
e hilds i op .;,2:3.- the legs of the N undulate gracefully,
teriSI:i ;sdzsg:c:it tto F01.1a’s .general equanimity, as well 2s her charac-
rerise Pecuﬁaroe X:; :ii:nkm 11l }::ef ;Z:ra;ne, th‘af: although she found Lia’s
: X ew i
izadliicliz;r;dl‘ed it. Her doubts about MCMCCn;C;SaI:;:jlatiea:;ild;:r}il: !
mecine ;nhizn.ereld, Would. not begin to gather force untl Lia h::vzl1
visied the gen;t:ll:aanﬁag; (:11:112;2. On .this occasion, she thought the
do , was Impressed that so man
e :'hee ctlhzxi': _::]?ﬂilesl’pfher, .and. aithough she felt that the nuie[;e:}lf;
ot o 1:1 :izch;l:d:zt get her quite as clean as she had
plaint concerned the hospital foods.uslej?:rvaast{::—;rl;:s:gl zonll::ajo;fgg mc;
re
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ice water after the birth, since many Fimong believe that cold foods
during the postpartum period make the blood congeal in the womb
instead of cleansing it by flowing freely, and that a woman who does
not observe the taboo against them will develop itchy skin or diarrhea
in her old age. Foua did accept several cups of what she remembers
as hot black water. This was probably either tea of beef broth; Foua
is sure it wasn't coffee, which she had seen before and would have
recognized. The black water was the only MCMC-provided food that
passed her lips during her stay in the maternity ward. Each day, Nao
Kao cooked and brought her the diet that is strictly prescribed for
Hmong women during the thirty days following childbirth: steamed
rice, and chicken boiled in water with five special postpartum herbs
(which the Lees had grown for this purpose oh the edge of the parking
lot behind their apartment building). This diet was familiar to the
doctors on the Labor and Delivery floor at MCMC, whose assess-
ments of it were fairly accurate gauges of their general opinion of the
Hmong. One obstetrician, Raquel Arias, recalled, “The Hmong men
carried these nice little silver cans to the hospital that always had some
kind of chicken soup in them and always smelled great.” Another
obstetrician, Robert Small, said, “They always brought some horrible
stinking concoction that smelled like ¢he chicken had been dead for 2

week”” Foua never shared her meals with anyone, because there is a

postpartum taboo against spilling grains of rice accidentally into the
chicken pot. If that occurs, the newborn is likely to break out across
the nose and cheeks with little white pimples whose name in the
Hmong language is the same as the word for “rice.”

Some Hmong parents in Merced have given their children Amer-
ican names. In addition to many standard ones, these have included
Kennedy, Nixon, Pajama, Guitar, Main (after Merced’s Main Street),
and, until a nurse counseled otherwise, Baby Boy, which one mother,
seeing it written on her son’s hospital papers, assumed was the name
the doctor had already chosen for him. The Lees chose to give their
daughter 2 Himong name, Lia. Her name was officially conferred in 2
ceremony called a bu plig, or soul-calling; which in Laos always took
place on the third day after birth. Until this cerernony was performed,
2 baby was not considered to be fully a member of the human race,
and if it died during its first three days it was not accorded the cus-
tomary funerary rites. (This may have been a cultural adaptation to
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the fifty-percent infant mortality rate, a way of stecling Hmong moth-
ers against the frequent loss of their babies during or shortly after
childbirth by encouraging them to postpone their attachment.) In the
United States, the naming is usually celebrated at a later time, since
on its third day a baby may still be hospitalized, especially if the birth
was complicated. It took the Lee family about a month to save enough
money from their welfare checks, and from gifts from their relatives’
welfare checks, to finance a soul-calling party for Lia.

Although the Hmong believe that illness can be caused by a variety
of sources—including eating the wrong food, drinking contaminated
water, being affected by a change in the weather, failing to ejaculate
completely during sexnal intercourse, neglecting to malke offerings to
one’s ancestors, being punished for one’s ancestors’ transgressions, be-
ing cursed, being hit by a whirlwind, having a stone implanted in one’s
body by an evil spirit master, having one’s blood sucked by a dab,
bumping into a dab who lives in a tree or a stream, digging a well in
a dal’s living place, catching sight of 2 dwarf female dab who eats
carthworms, having a dab sit on one’s chest while one is sleeping,
doing one’s laundry in a lake inhabited by a dragon, pointing one’s
finger at the full moon, touching a newborn mouse, killing a large
snake, urinating on a rock that looks ke a tiger, urinating on or
kicking a berevolent house spirit, or having bird ‘droppi.ngs fall on
one’s head—by far the most common cause of ‘illness is soul loss.
Although the Hmong do not agree on just how many souls people

have (estimates range from one to thirty-two; the Lees believe there
is only one), there is a general consensug that whatever the number, it
Is the life-soul, whose presence is necessary for health and happiness,
that tends to get lost. A life-soul can become separated from its body
through anger, grief, fear, cutiosity, or wanderlust. The [ife-souls of
newborn babies are especially prone to disappearance, since they are
so small, so valnerable, and so precariously poised between the realm
of the unseen, from which they have Just traveled, and the realm of
the living. Babies’ souls may wander away, drawn by bright colors,

sweet sounds, or fragrant smells, they may leave if a baby is sad, lonely,

or insufficiently loved by its parents; they may be frightened away by
2 sudden loud noise; or they may be stolen by a dab. Some Hmong

are careful never to say aloud that a baby is pretty, lest a dab be lis-

tening. Hmong babies are often dressed in intricately embroidered
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hats (Foua made several for Lia) which, when seen fro.m a _heavenly
perspective, might fool a predatory dab into thmkn‘lg the c‘:i‘uld was a’
flower. They spentd much of their time swaddled.agamst their mothers
backs in cloth carriers called nyiss (Foua made Lia sevex"al of these too)
that have been embroidered with soul-retaining motlt:s, sach as the
pigpen, which symbolizes enclosure. They may wear silver r.mcklaces
fastened with soul-shackling locks. When babies or small children go .
on an outing, their parents may call loudly to the%r soulfs before the
family returns home, to make sure that none remain behind. Hmong
families in Merced can sometimes be heard doing this when they leave
local parks after a picnic. None of these ploys can work, however,
unless the soul-calling ritual has already been properly obs.erved.

Lia’s bu plig took place in the living room of her family’s apart-

ment. There were so many guests, all of them Hmong an.d most of -
them members of the Lee and Yang clans, that it was nearly impossible
to turn around. Foua and Nao Kao were proud that so many people
had come to celebrate their good fortune in being favored with suc'h
a healthy and beautiful daughter. That morning .Nao Kao had sacri-
ficed a pig in order to invite the soul of one of Lm’s. ancestors, which
was probably hungry and would appreciate an offering of food, to be
reborn in her body. After the guests arrived, an elder of the Yang cl.an
stood at the apartment’s open front door, facing Eas?t 12th Street, with
two live chickens in a bag on the floor next to him, elmd chanted a
greeting to Lia’s soul. The two chickens wege then.kllled, plucked,
eviscerated, partially boiled, retrieved from the cook.:mg pot, and ex-
amined to see if their skulls were translucent and their tongues ‘curled
upward, both signs that Lia’s new soul was pleased to takf': up residence
in her body and that her name was a good one. (If the signs had been
inauspicious, the soul-caller would have 'repomended t}.mt another
name be chosen.) After the reading of the auguries, the chickens were
put back in the cooking pot. The guests would later eat thelln,and the
pig for dinner. Before the meal, the soul-caller brushed an. s hands
with a bundle of short white strings and said, “I am sweeping away
the ways of sickness.” Then Lia’s parents and all of thfi eld‘ers present
in the room each tied a string around one of Lia’s wrists in m:der to
bind her soul securely to her body. Foua and Nao Kao promised to
love her; the elders blessed her and prayed that she would have a long
life and that she would never become sick.
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Fish Soup

the st:udents were assigned a five-minute oral report, to be deliv-
ered in French. The second student to stand up in,front of the
class was a young Hmong man, His chosen topic was a recipe for Jx
soupe de poisson: Fish Soup. To prepare Fish Soup, he said, you must
have a fish, and in order to have a fish, you have to go ,ﬁshin In
order to go fishing, you need a hook, and in order to choose the i ht
hook, you need to know whether the fish you are fishing for livesgin
fFeSI?. or salt water, how big it is, and what shape its mouth is. Con-
timring in this vein for forty-five minutes, the student filled the'black—
boar.d with a complexly branching tree of factors and options, a sort
of piscatory flowchart, written in French with an overlay of I—imon
He also told several anecdotes about his own fishing experiences ng'
concluded with a description of how to clean various kinds of .ﬁsh
hti)w to c.ut them up, and, finally, how to cook them in broths ﬂavoreci
with various herbs. When the class period ended, he told the other
st!.1dems that he hoped he had provided enough information, and he
wished them good luck in preparing Fish Soup in the Hmong ;nanner
The professor of French who told me this story said, “Fish Sou '
Th'..lt’s the essence of the Hmong.” The Hmong have ; phrase bag;
cuaj txub kaum txub, which means “to speak of all kinds of thing;.” It

l n an intermediate French class at Merced College a few years ago
3
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is often used at the beginning of an oral narrative as a way of re-

minding the listeners that the world is full of things that may not seem

to be connected but actually are; that no event occurs in isolation; that

you can miss 2 lot by sticking to the point; and that the storyteller is

likely to-be rather long-winded. T once heard Nao Kao Lee begin a

description of his village in Laos by saying, “It was where I was born

and where my father was born and died and was buried and where my
father’s father died and was buried, but my father’s father was born

in China and to tell you about that would take all night.” If 2 Hmong
tells a fable, for example, about Why Animals Cannot Talk or Why
Doodle Bugs Roll Balls of Dung, he is likely to begin with the begin-

ning of the world. (Actually, according to"Dab Neeg Hupoob: Myths,

Legends and Folk Tales from the Hmong of Laos, a bilingual collection
edited by Charles Johnson, those two fables go back only to the second
beginning of the world, the time after the universe turned upside down
and the earth was flooded with water and everyone drowned except a
brother and sister who married each other and had a child who
looked like an egg, whom they hacked into small pieces.) If I were
Hmong, I might feel that what happened when Lia Lee and her family
encountered the American medical system could be understood fully
only by beginning with the first beginning of the world. But since 1
amn not Hmong, I will go back only a few hundred generations, to the
time when the Hmong were living in the river plains of north-central
China. :

For as long as it has been recorded, the history of the Hmong has
been a marathon series of bloody serimmages, punctuated by occa-
sional periods of peace, though hardly any of plenty. Over and over
again, the Fimong have responded to persecution and to pressures to
assimilate by either fighting or migrating—a pattern that has been
repeated so many times, in so many different eras and places, that it
begins to seem almost a genetic trait, as inevitable ip its recurrence as
their straight hair or their short, sturdy stature. Most of the conflicts
took place in China, to which the prehistoric ancestors of the Hmong
are thought to have migrated from Eurasia, with a stopover of a few
‘millennia in Siberia. These northerly roots would explain the refer-
ences in Hmong rituals, including some that are stilt practiced during
the New Year celebrations and at funerals, to a FHlimong homeland
called Niwj Khaib Huab, which (according to a 1924 account by Fran-
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gois Marie Savina, a French apostolic missionary who served in Laos
and Tonkin) “was perpetually covered with snow and ice; where the
days and the nights each lasted for six months; the trees were scarce
and very small; and the people were also very small, and dressed en-
tirely in furs.” European ancestry would also explain why the Hmong
have fairer skin than other Asian peoples, no epicanthic folds beneath
their eyelids, and sometimes big noses. It would not explain why Ssu-
ma Ch’ien, a Chinese scholar of the Han dynasty in the second century
B.C., described the Imong as a race “whose face, eyes, feet, and hands
resembled those of other people, but under their armpits they had
wings, with which, however, they were unable to fly.” It would also
fail to explain why, as late as the nineteenth century, many Chinese
claimed that the Hmong had small tails.

The Chinese called the Hmong the Miac or Meo, which means,
depending on which linguistic historian you read, “barbarians,”
“bumpkins,” “people who sound like cats,” or “wild uncultivated
grasses.” In any case, it was an insult. (Hmong,” the name they prefer
themselves, is usually said to mean “free men,” but some scholars say
that, like “Fnuit,” “Dine,” and many other tribal names the world
over, it simply means “the people.”) The Hmong called the Chinese
sons of dogs. The Chinese viewed the Hmong as fearless, uncouth,
and recalcitrant. It was a continuing slap in the face that they never
evinced any interest in adopting the civilized customs of Chinese cul-
ture, preferring to keep to themselves, marry each other, speak their
own language, wear their own tribal dress, play their own musical
instruments, and practice thejr own religion. They never even ate with
chopsticks. The Hmong viewed the Chinese as meddlesome and op-
pressive, and rebelled against their sovereignty in hundreds of small
and large revolts. Though both sides were equally violent, it was not
a symmetrical relationship. The Hmong never had any interest in rul-

ing over the Chinese or anyone else; they wanted merely to be left
alone, which, as their later history was also to illustrate, may be the
most difficult request any minority can make of 2 majority culture.
The earliest account of Hmong-Chinese relations concerns a prob-
ably mythical, but emotionally resonant, emperor named Hoang-t,
who was said to have lived around 2700 ».c. Hoarig-ti decided that
the Hmong were too barbaric to be governed by the same laws as
everyone else, and that they would henceforth be subject to a special
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criminal code. Instead of being imprisoned like other olffendi‘:rs, the
H.méng who were not executed outright were to have the:u' noses, el:irséL
or testicles sliced off. The Hmong rebelled; the Chinese crac e ‘
down; the Hmong rebelled again; the Chinese cracked down agram,
and after a few centuries of this the Hmong gradually rejtreated om
their rice fields in the valleys of the Yangtze and Yellow‘nvers, n"lovtling
to more and more southerly latitudes and higher ar,l’d higher altitu Ses.
“That is how the Miao* became mountain people, wrote Father Sa-
vina. “That is also how they were able to preserve their 1ndep'end§-1:c.e
in the midst of other peoples, maintaining u}t:;t,. alozgﬂmth eir
ir customs, the ethnic spirit of their race. '
Iang::fzniini.:eﬁl}%O, the Hmong succeéded in establish'njlg an gr}de—
pendent kingdom in the Honan, Hupeh, and Hunan provinces. :lnifl
even among themselves they were (as Fatl'.ler :]‘ean Momn, 1a1 rlx:io de i
French missionary in Thailand, has put 1t). allergic to all km o
authority,” the power of their kings was 1jm1tedlby a compkllex s;ris:
of village and district assemblies. Though the crown.wa,s ere A Z;
each new king was chosen from among t}}e forme.r king’s sc;r.ls ythe
clectorate of all the arms-bearing men in the klr.lgdom. ince the
Himong practiced polygyny, and kings had an especially large nunf; -
of wives, the pool of candidates was usually ample enc?uglc'il to :; (zed
an almost democratically wide choice. The Hmong king ﬁm ;;SI \
for five hundred years before the Chinese managed to crusthlt. os_
of the Hmong migrated again, this time toward thfa west, t0 Z rréoune
tains of Kweichow and Szechuan. More ins:urrectlons followed. omt
Hmong warriors were known for using poisoned arrows; ot.hersh\:rien
into battle dressed in copper and buffalo-hide armor, carrying ve;
clenched between their teeth in addidon to Fhe usual spears ario
shields. Some Hmong crossbows were s0 big it took three }ﬁ;;:l
draw them. In the sixteenth century, in 'order to keep the dci;i
from venturing outside Kweichow, the Ming dynasty con.su'utcktlet e
HmongWall, 2 smaller version of the Great Wall of Chma(l a vn; :
one hundred miles long, ten feet tall, and manned by armed guards.

* Savina was pot intentionally insulting the I-I_mong:r:1 vlvhen :e ca}lli: ﬂ;::{;, ?};71:(1;:
: 113 Lk 13 ] 11 < use unu e s

ffensive term “Miao.” “Meo” and “Miao were widely
f.J)vhen l;ie scholar Yang Dao successfully campaigned for the general acceptance

of “Hmong.”
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For a time the Hmong were contained, but not controlled. Gabriel
de Magzaillans, a Jesuit missionary who traveled through China in the
sevenFeenth century, wrote that they “pay no tribute to the emperor
nor yield him any obedience. . . . The Chinese stand in fear of 1:hcernT
so that after several trials which they have made of their prowess, the :
have been forced to let them live at their own liberty.” i
The Chinese tried to “pacify” and “sinicize” the Hmong by telling
than that they had to surrender their arms, that they had to wear
Chinese clothes, that the men had to cut their hair short, and that
they were forbidden to sacrifice buffalos. Those who subm;tted were
called the “Cooked Miao”; those who refused were the “Raw Miao.”
There were a lot more Raw Miao than cooked ones. In 1730 or there-
abcruts:, hundreds of Hmong warriors killed their wives and children
believing they would fight more fiercely if they had nothing to losej
(It wc.)rked for a while. Thus unencumbered, they seized several passes
severing Chinese supply lines, before they themselves were all killeci
or captured.) In 1772, 2 small army of Hmong squashed 2 large army
of ‘Chinese in eastern Kweichow by rolling boulders on their heads
while they were marching through a narrow gorge. The Manchu
emperor, Ch'ien-lung, decided he would be satisfied with nothing
less than the extermination of the entire Hmong tribe, a goal whose
unsuf:cessﬁll pursuit ultimately cost him twice what he had spent con-
quering the entire kingdom of Turkestan, Ch’ien—iung dispatched an~
other general to the Hmong regions. After many months of sieges and
battles, the general told -Sonom, the Hmong king of greater Kin-
tchuen, that if he surrendered, his family would be spared. Sonom
swallowed this story. When he and his family were brought before the
emperor, they were chopped into bits, and their heads were placed in
cages for public exhibition.

It is, perbaps, no surprise that by the beginning of the nineteenth
century, a large number of Hmong decided that they had had enough
of China. Not only were they fed up with being persecuted, but their
soil was also getting depleted, there was a rash of epidemics, and taxes
were rising. Although the majority of the Hmong stayed behind—
today there are about five million Hmong in China, more than in any
other country—about a half million migrated to Indochina, walking
the ridgelines, driving their horses and cattle ahead of them, carrying
everything they owned. As was their custom, they went to the high-
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lands, settling first in what are now Vietmam and Laos, and later in
Thailand. For the most part,hey built their villages in places where
10 one else wanted to live. But if the local tribes objected or demanded
wibute, the Hmong fought back with flintlock blunderbusses, or with
their fists, and usually won. Father Mottin quotes an official who said,
“ saw a Meo take my son by the feet and.break his spine against the
posts of my hut.” After the French established contro! over Indochina
in the 1890s, the Hmong rebelled against their extortionate tax system
in a series of revolts. One of them, called the Madman’s War, which
fasted from 1919 to 1921, was led by a messianic figure named Pa
Chay, who had a habit of climbing trees so that he could receive his
milicary orders directly from heaven. His followers blew away large
numbers of colonial soldiers with ten-foot-long cannons made from
tree trunks. Only after the French granted them special administrative
status in 1920, acknowledging that the best way to avoid being driven
crazy by them was to leave them alone, did the FHmong of Laos, who
constituted the largest group outside China, settle down peaceably to
several unbroken decades of farming mountain rice, growing opium,
and having as little contact as possible with the French, the lowland
Lao, or any of the other ethnic groups who lived at lower elevations.

The history of the Hmong yields several lessons that anyone who
deals with them might do well to remember. Among the most obvious
of these are that the Himong do not like to take orders; that they do
not like to lose; that they would rather flee, fight, or die than surren-
der; that they are not intimidated by being oumumbered; that they
are rarely persuaded that the customs of other cultures, even those
more powerful than their own, are superior; and that they are capable
of getting very angry. Whether you find these traits infuriating or
admirable depends largely on whether or not you are trying to make

-2 Hmong do something he or she would prefer not to do. Those who

have tried to defeat, deceive, govern, regulate, constrain, assimilate,
intimidate, or patronize the Hmong have, as a rule, disliked them
intensely.

On the other hand, many historians, anthropologists, and mission-
aries (to whom the Hmong have usually been polite, if not always
receptive, as long as the proselytizing has not been coercive) have
developed a great fondness for them. Father Savina wrote that the
Hmong possessed “a bravery and courage inferior to that of no other
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people,” because of which “they have never had a homeland, but nei-
ther have they ever known servitude and slavery.” William Robert
Geddes, an Australian anthropologist, spent most of 1958 and 1959
in Pasamliem, a Hmong village in northern Thailand. (Though more
Hmong lived in Laos and Vietnam, most Western observers in the
last half century or so have worked in Thailand because of its stabler
political situation.) Geddes did not find his fieldwork easy. The vil-
lagers were too proud to sell him food, so he had to transport his
supplies by packhorse, nor would they allow themselves to be hired
to build him 2 house, so he had to employ opium addicts from a Thai
village lower down the mountain. However, the Hmong eventually
won his deep respect. In his book Migrants of the Mountains, Geddes
wrote:

The preservation by the Miao of their ethnic identity for such a long
time despite their being split into many small groups surrounded by dif-
ferent alien peoples and scattered over a vast geographic area is an out-
standing record paralleling in some ways that of the Jews but more
remarkable because they lacked the unifying forces of literacy and a doc-
trinal religion and because the features they preserved seem to be more
DuImerous.

Robert Cooper, a British anthropologist who spent two years studying
resource scarcity in four Hmong communities in northern Thailand,
described his research subjects as :

polite without fawning, proud but not arrogant. Hospitable without
being pushy; discreet respecters of personal liberty who demand only that
their liberty be respected in return. People who do not steal or lié. Self-
sufficient people who showed no trace of jealousy of an outsider who said
he wanted to live like a Himong yet owned an expensive motorcycle, a
tape-recorder, cameras, and who never had to work for a living.’

From his post in the Fimong village of Khek Noi, also in northern
Thailand, Father Mottin wrote in his History of the Humong (a won-
derful book, exuberantly translated from the French by an Irish nun
who had once been the tutor to the future king of Thailand, and
printed, rather faintly, in Bangkok): '
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Though they are but 2 small people, the Hmong still prove to be great
men, What particularly strikes me is to see how this small race has always
manged [sic] to survive though they often had to face more powerful
nations. Let us consider, for example, that the Chinese were 250 times
more numerous than they, and yet never found their way to swallow
them. The Hmong . . . have never possessed a country of their own, they
have never got a king worthy of this name, and yet they have passed
through the ages remaining what they have always wished to be; that is
to say: free men with a right to live in this world as Hmong. Wheo would
not admire them for that?

One of the recurring characters in Hmong folktales is the Orphan,
a young man whose parents have died, leavihg him alone to live by
his wits. In one story, collected by Charles Johnson, the Orphan offers
the hospitality of his humble home to two sisters, one good and one
snotty. The snotty one says:

What, with a filthy orphan boy like you? Hal You're so ragged you're
almost naked! Your penis is dirty with ashes! You must eat on the ground,
and sleep in the mud, like a buffalo! I don’t think you even have any drink
or tobacco to offer us!

The Orphan may not have a clean penis, but he is clever, energetic,
brave, persistent, and a virtuoso player of the gee, a musical instru-
ment, highly esteemed by the Hmong, that is made from six curving
bamboo pipes attached to a wooden wind chamber. Though he lives
by himself on the margins of society, reviled by almost everyone, he
knows in his heart that he is actually superior to all his detractors.
Charles Johnson points out that the Orphan is, of course, a symbol of
the Hmong people. In this story, the Orphan marries the good sister,
who is able to perceive his true value, and they prosper and have
children. The snotty sister ends up married to the kind of deb who
lives in a cave, drinks blood, and makes women sterile.




The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down

hen Lia was about three months old, her older sister Yer
slammed the front door of the Lees’ apartment. A few
moments later, Lia’s eyes rolled up, her arms jerked over
her head, and she fainted. The Lees had little doubt what had hap-
pened. Despite the careful installation of Lia’s soul during the bz plig

ceremony, the noise of the door had been so profoundly frightening

that her soul had fled her body and become lost. They recognized the

resulting symptoms as gaug dab peg, which means “the spirit catches
you and you fall down.” The spirit referred to in this phrase is a soul-
stealing dab; peg means to catch or hit; and gang means to fall over
with one’s roots still in the ground, as grain might be beaten down by
wind or rain. ‘

In Hmong-English dictionaries, gaug dab peg is generally translated

as epilepsy. It is an illness well known to the Hmong, who regard it

with ambivalence. On the one hand, it is acknowledged to be a serious
and potentially dangerous condition. Tony Coelho, who was Merced’s
congressman from 1979 to 1989, is an epileptic. Coelho is a popular
figure among the Hmong, and a few years ago, some local Hmong
men were sufficiently concerned when they learned he suffered from
qaug dab peg that they volunteered the services of a shaman, a v neeh,
to perform a ceremony that would retrieve Coelho’s errant soul. The
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Hmong leader to whom they made this proposition politely discour-
aged them, suspecting that Coelho, who is a Catholic of Portuguese
descent, might not appreciate having chickens, and maybe a pig as
well, sacrificed on his behalf. -

On the other hand, the Fmong consider gaug dab peg to be an
illness of some distinction. This fact might have surprised Tony
Coelho no less than the dead chickens would have. Before he entered
politics, Coelho planned to become a Jesuit priest, but was barred by
a canon forbidding the ordination of epileptics. What was considered
a disqualifying impairment by Coelho’s church might have been seen
by the Fimong as a sign that he was particularly fit for divine office.
Hmong epileptics often become shamans, Their seizures are thought
to be evidence that they have the power to perceive things other peo-
ple cannot see, as well as facilitating their entry into trances, a pre-
requisite for their journeys into the realm of the unseen. The fact that
they have been ill themselves gives them an intuitive sympathy for the
suffering of others and lends them emotional credibility as healers.
Becoming a txiv neeh is not a choice; it is a vocadon. The calling is
revealed when a person falls sick, either with gaug dab peg or with
some other illness whose symptoms similarly include shivering and
pain. An established xiv meeb, summoned to diagnose the problem,
may conclude from these symptoms that the person (who is usually
but not always male) has been chosen to be the host of 2 healing spirit,
a neeh. (Txiv neeb means “person with a healing spirit.”) It is an offer
that the sick person cannot refuse, since if he rejects his vocation, he
will die. In any case, few Hmong would choose to decline. Although
shamanism is an arduous calling that requires years of training with a
master in order to learn the ritual techniques and chants, it confers
an enormous amount of social status in the community and publicly
marks the #x#v neeb as a person of high moral character, since 2 healing
spirit would never choose a no-account host. Even if an epileptic turns
out not to be elected to host a zeeh, his illness, with its thrilling aura
of the supramundane, singles him out as a person of consequence.

In their attitude toward Lia’s seizures, the Lees reflected this mix-
ture of concern and pride. The Hmong are known for the gentleness
with which they treat their children. Hugo Adolf Bernatzik, a German
ethnographer who lived with the Hmong of Thailand for several years
during the 1930s, wrote that the Fmong he had studied regarded a
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child as “the most treasured possession a person can have.” In Laos,
a baby was never apart from its mother, sleeping in her arms all night
and riding on her back all day. Small children were rarely abused; it
was believed that a deb who witnessed mistreatment might take the
child, assuming it was not wanted. The Hmong who live in the United
States have continued to be unusually attentive parents. A study con-
ducted at the University of Minnesota found Hmong infants in the
first month of life to be less irritable and more securely attached to
their mothers than Caucasian infants, a difference the researcher at-
tributed to the fact that the Hmong mothers were, without exception,
more sensitive, more accepting, and more responsive, as well as “ex-
quisitely attuned” to their children’s signals. Another study, conducted
in Portland, Oregon, found that Hmong mothers held and touched
their babies far more frequently than Caucasian mothers. In a third
study, conducted at the Hennepin County Medical Center in Min-
nesota, a group of Hmong mothers of toddlers surpassed a group of
Caucasian mothers of similar socioeconomic status in every one of
fourteen categories selected from the Egeland Mother-Child Rating
Scale, ranging from “Speed of Responstveness to Fussing and Crying”
to “Delight.” )

Foua and Nao Kao had nurtured Lia in typical Hmong fashion
(on the Egeland Scale, they would have scored especially high in
Delight), and they were naturally distressed to think that anything
might compromise her health and happiness. They therefore hoped,
at least most of the time, that the gang dab peg could be healed. Yet
they also considered the illness an honor. Jeanine Hilt, a social worker
who knew the Lees well, told me, “They felt Lia was kind of an
anointed one, like 2 member of royalty. She was a very special person
in their culture because she had these spirits in her and she might
grow up to be a shaman, and so sometimes their thinking was that
this was not so much a medical problem as it was a blessing.” (Of the
forty or so American doctors, nurses, and Merced County agency em-
ployees I spoke with who had dealt with Lia and her family, several

had a vague idea that “spirits” were somehow involved, but Jeanine

Hilt was the only one who had actually asked the Lees what they
thought was the cause of their daughter’s illness.)
Within the Lee family, in one of those unconscious processes of
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selection that are as mysterious as any other form of falling in love, it
was obvious that Lia was her parents’ favorite, the child they consid-
cred the most beautiful, the one who was most extravagantly hugged
and kissed, the one who was dressed in the most exquisite garments
(embroidered by Foua, wearing dime-store glasses to work her almost
microscopic stitches). Whether Lia occupied this position from the
moment of her birth, whether it was a result of her spiritually distin-
guished illness, or whether it came from the special tenderness any
parent feels for a sick child, is not 2 matter Foua and Nao Kao wish,
or are able, to analyze. One thing that is clear is that for many years
the cost of that extra love was partially borne by her sister Yer. “They
blamed Yer for slamming the door,” said Jeanine Hilt. “] tried many
times to explain that the door had nothing to do with it, but they
didn’t believe me. Lia’s illness made them so sad that I think for a
long time they treated Yer differently from their other children.”
During the next few months of her life, Lia had at least twenty
more seizures. On two occasions, Foua and Nao Kao were worried
enough to carry her in their arms to the emergency room at Merced
*Community Medical Center, which was three blocks from their apart-
ment. Like most Hmong refugees, they had their doubts about the
efficacy of Western medical techniques. However, when they were
living in the Mae Jarim refugee camp in Thailand, their only surviving
son, Cheng, and three of their six surviving daughters, Ge, May,
and True, had been seriously ill. Ge died. They took Cheng,
May, and True to the camp hospital; Cheng and May recovered rap-
idly, and True was sent to another, larger hospital, where she even-
tually recovered as well. (The Lees also concurrently addressed the
possible spiritual origins of their children’s illnesses by moving to a
new hut, A dead person had been buried beneath their old one, and
his soul might have wished to harm the new residents.) This experi-
ence did nothing to shake their faith in traditional Hmong beliefs
about the causes and cures of illness, but it did convince them that on
some occasions Western doctors could be of additional help, and that
it would do no harm to hedge their bets.
County hospitals have a reputation for being crowded, dilapidated,
and dingy. Merced’s county hospital, with which the Lees would be-
come all too familiar over the next few years, is none of these. The
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MCMC complex includes a modern, 42,000-square-foot wing—it
looks sort of like an art moderne ocean liner—that houses coronary
care, intensive care, and transitional care units; 154 medical and sur-
gical beds; medical and radiology laboratories outfitted with state-of-
the-art diagnostic equipment; and a blood bank. The waiting rooms
in the hospital and its attached clinic have unshredded magazines, un-
smelly bathrooms, and floors that have been scrubbed to an aseptic
gloss. MCMC is a teaching hospital, staffed in part by the faculty and
residents of the Family Practice Residency, which is affiliated with the
University of California at Davis. The residency program is nationally
known, and receives at least 150 applications annually for its six first-
year positions.

Like many other rural county hospitals, which were likely to feel
the health care crunch before it reached urban hospitals, MCMC has
been plagued with financial problerms throughout the last twenty years.
It accepts all patients, whether or not they can pay; only twenty per-
cent are privately insured, with most of the rest receiving aid from
California’s Medi-Cal, Medicare, or Medically Indigent Adult pro-
grams, and a small (but to the hospital, costly) percentage neither
insured nor covered by any federal or state program. The hospital
receives reimbursements from the public programs, but many of those
reimbursements have been lowered or restricted in recent years. Al-
though the private patents are far more profitable, MCMC’s efforts
to attract what its administrator has called “an improved payer mix”
have not been very successful. (Merced’s wealthier residents often
choose either a private Catholic hospital three miles north of MCMC
or a larger hospital in a nearby city such as Fresno.) MCMC went
through a particularly rough period during the late eighties, hitting
bottom in 1988, when it had a $3.1 million deficit.

During this same period, MCMC also experienced an expensive
change in its patient population, Starting in the late seventies, South-
east Asian refugees began to move to Merced in large numbers. The
city of Merced, which has a population of about 61,000, now has
just over 12,000 Hmong. That is to say, one in five residents of Met-
ced is Hmong. Because many Hmong fear and shun the hospital,
MCMC’s patient rolls reflect a somewhat lower ratio, but on any given
day there are still Hmong patdents in almost every unit. Not only do
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the Hmong fail resoundingly to improve the payer mix—more than
eighty percent are on Medi-Cal—but they have proved even more
costly than other indigent patients, because they generally require
more time and attention, and because there are so many of them that
MCMC has had to hire bilingual staff members to mediate between
patients and providers.

‘There are no funds in the hospital budget specifically earmarked
for interpreters, so the administration has detoured around that tech-
nicality by hiring Hmong lab assistants, nurse’s aides, and transport-
ers, who are called upon to translate in the scarce interstices between
analyzing blood, emptying bedpans, and rolling postoperative pa-
tients around on gurneys. In 1991, a short-term federal grant enabled
MCMC to put skilled interpreters on call around the clock, but the
program expired the following year. Except during that brief hiatus,
there have often beenn no Hmong-speaking employees of any kind
present in the hospital at night. Obstetricians have had to obtain con-
sent for cesarean sections or episiotomies using embarrassed teenaged
sons, who have learned English in school, as translators. Ten-year-old
girls have had to translate discussions of whether or not a dying family
member should be resuscitated. Sometimes not even a child is avail-
able. Doctors on the late shift in the emergency room have often had
no way of taking a patient’s medical history, or of asking such ques-
tions as Where do you hurt? How long have you been hurting? What
does it feel like? Have you had an accident? Have you vomited? Have
you had a fever? Have youn lost consciousness? Are you pregnant?
Have you taken any medications? Are you allergic to any medications?
Have you recently eaten? (The last question is of great importance if
emergency surgery is being contemplated, since anesthetized patients
with full stomachs can aspirate the partially digested food into their
lungs, and may die if they choke or if their bronchial linings are badly
burned by stomach acid.) I asked one doctor what he did in such cases.
He said, “Practice veterinary medicine.”

On Qctober 24, 1982, the first time that Foua and Nao Kao cartied
Lia to the emergency room, MCMC had not yet hired any interpret-
ers, de jure or de facto, for any shift. At that tme, the only hospital
employee who sometimes translated for Hmong patients was a janitor,
a. Laotian immigrant fluent in his own language, Lao, which few
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I—%n;mg understand;' halting in Hmong; and even more halting in En-
501;“; ¢ t;lffd;?;;l,ay tl::llrtlhker fthe janitor was unavailable or the emergency
‘ idn’t think of calling him. The resident on d i
;e!(:ier;?ary me;licine. Foua and Nao Kao had no way r::)fr:xlllltyainpirn:::f;eaci
ad happened, since Lia’s seizures had sto
: ) pped by the dme th
reached the hospital. Her only obvious symptoms were a cou eh a:§
:11 .c;mg.ested chest. The resident ordered an X ray, which led lEhe ra-
}110 OEISt tg .anclude that Lia had “early bronchiopneumonia or tra
{c: eo ro.nchms. As he had no way of knowing that the bronchial
honge§uon v&(ras probably caused by aspiration of saliva or vomit during
er seizure (a common problem for epilept
‘ ‘ : pileptics), she was routinely dis-
missed with a prescription for ampicilli i rpene
hapr picillin, an antibiotic. He
roodn;x lfegxst'ratxon Record lists her father’s last name als: ?nairgeﬁz
moq N;r s n:alden pame as Foua, and her “primary spoken lan g’a e”
;:L o ::)Il:l)g. l;?Vhen Lia was discharged, Nao Kao (who knows gtlliegal'
et but does not speak or read English) si i .
phaber bu o nglis signed a piece of paper
) y acknowledge receipt of the i ions indi
par neret edg 1 instructions indicated
aC 1?:;2 re:ih v:;.a Ta.k:; ;rr;;;;lhn as directed. Vaporizer at cribsi;e
s neede -7007 ten days.” The “ten days” :
. ays” m
tdl;at I;Tao Kao was supposed to call the Family Practice Cer):ter ine:;:
& zras w(;r : goli:n:;-up apjaomnnent. Not surprisingly, since he had no
at he had agreed 1o, he didn’t. But when Li ’ h
. s a d attother bad
seizure on November 11, he and Foua i ot .
. , carried her to the emer
room again, where the s e,
o ame scene was repeated, and the same mis-
enOn Mazch 3,. 198_3, Foua and Nao Kao carried Lia to the emer-
giffge:zorlrji : third 1:1;_11111'13. On this occasion, three circumstances were
: was still seizing when they arrived, th :
panied by a cousin who s i ' one. of the doctors
poke some English, and one of the d
Zn duty was a family practice resident named Dan Murphy. Of :I{;tg:
kzcto;sdwfz: have worked at MCMC, Dan Murphy is generally ac
owledged to be the one most interested in and :
o e o e ested in an knowledgeable about
. s ad been living in Merced f
months, so his interest still exce o b  hon b e
onths, so eded his lmowledge. When he
El;hx:fe, ,(,dey, moved to Merced, they had never heard the w?::-j
e ong;:1 Several years later, Cindy was teaching English to Hmon
ts and Dan was inviting Hmong leaders to the hospital to tell thg
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residents about their experiences as refugees. Most important, the

Murphys counted a FHmong family, the Xiongs, among their closest

friends. When one of the Xiong daughters wanted to spend the sum-

mer working in Yosemite National Park, Chaly Xiong, her father,

initially refused because he was afraid she might get eaten by a lion.

Dan personaily escorted Chaly to Yosemite to verify the absence of
lions, and persuaded him the job would do his daughter good. Four
months later, Chaly was killed in an automobile accident, Cindy Mur-
phy arranged the funeral, calling around until she found a funeral
parlor that was willing to accommodate three days of incense burning,
drum beating, and ge¢f playing. She also bought several live chickens,
which were sacrificed in the parking Jot of the funeral parlor, as well
as 2 calf and a pig, which were sacrificed elsewhere. When Dan first
saw the Lees, he instantly registered that they were Hmong, and he
thought to himself: «T'his won’t be boring.” _

Many years later, Dan, who is a short, genial man with an Amish-
style beard and an incandescent smile, recalled the encounter. “T have
this memory of Lia’s parents standing just inside the door t0 the ER,
holding a chubby litde round-faced baby. She was having a generalized
seizure. Her eyes were rolled back, she was unconscious, her arms and
legs were kind of jerking back and forth, and she didn’t breathe
much—every once jn a while, thete would be no movement of the
chest wall and you couldn’t hear any breath sounds. That was defi-
nitely anxiety-producing. She was the youngest patient 1 had ever dealt
with who was seizing. The parents seemed frightened, not terribly
frightened though, not as frightened as I would have been if it was
my kid. T thought it might be meningitis, so Lia had to have a spinal
tap, and the parents were real resistant to that. I don’t remember how
I convinced them. T remember feeling very anxious because they had
a real sick kid and I felt a big need to explain to these people, through
their relative who was a not-very-good translator, what was going on,
but I felt like T had no time, because we had to put an IV in her scalp
with Valium to stop the seizures, but then Lia started seizing again

and the TV went into the skin instead of the vein, and T had a hard
time getting apother one started. Later on, when I figured out what
had happened, or not happened, on the carlier visits to the ER, 1 felt
good. It's kind of a thrill to find something someone else has missed,




oxygen del?rivan'on during gestation, labor, or birth; a head
tumor; an infection; a high fever; a stroke;
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especially when you’re a resident and you are looking for excuses to
make yourself feel smarter than the other physicians.”

Alnollg Dall S notes I Lla lstOIy an; I hySlC:—lI EX&IIH] 1Iaton

gnSTORfY OF PRESEN':[‘ ILLNESS: The patient is an 8 month
ong emz.l.[e, whose family brought her to the emergency room afte :
they had nc?uced her shaking and not breathing very well for 2 20-mjnut:
pe?'lod of.ume. According to the family the patient has had muldple Lik
episodes in the past, but have never been able to communicateptlﬁs te
emergency room doctors on previous visits secondary to a language ba.:—)

rier. An english speaking relative available tonight, stated that the patient

had had intermi
T e ermittent fever and cough for 2-3 days prior to being

FAMILY & SO 3 : U i
P CTAL HISTORY: Uhobtainable secondary to language

?E;JROLOGICAL: The child was unresponsive to pain or sound, The
head was held to the lefr with intermittent tonic-
jerking] movements of the upper extremities. Respirations were sup-
pres?ed d@g these periods of clonic movement, Grunting respirations
persyated until the patient was given 3 mg. of Valium LV.

clonic [first rigid, then

. Dan had no way of knowing that Foua and Nao Kao had alread
diagnosed their daughter’s problem as the illness where the spi Yc
catcht?s you and you fall down. Foua and Nao Kao had no wap IZf
knowing that Dan had diagnosed it as epilepsy, the most commofx of
all neurological disorders. Each had accurately noted the same
toms, but Dan would have been surprised to hear that the SY\E:E—
caused by soul loss, and Lia’s parents would have been sur| r}irsed l:e
:ear 1l:hmi t?lcy were caused by an electrochemical storm inslijde theii
b::ii :;‘l:. ead that had been stirred up by the misfiring of aberrant

Pm had learned in medical school that epilepsy is a sporadic mal-
ffmctlon of the brain, sometimes mild and sometimes severe, some-
tmes progressive and sometimes self-limiting, which can be n"aced to
injury; a
a metabolic disturbance; a
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drug allergy; a toxic reaction to a poison. Sometimes the source is
obvious—the patient had a brain tumor or swallowed strychnine or
crashed through a windshield—but in about seven out of ten cases,
the cause is never determined, During an epileptic episode, instead of
following their usual orderly protocol, the damaged cells in the cere-
bral cortex transmit neural impulses simultaneously and chaotically.
When only a small area of the brain is involved—in a “focal”
seizure—an epileptic may hallucinate or twitch or tingle but retain
consciousness. When the electrical disturbance extends to a2 wide
area—in a “generalized” seizure—consciousness is lost, either for the
brief episodes called petit mal or “absence” seizures, or for the full-
blown attacks known as grand mal. Extept through surgery, whose
risks consign it to the category of last resort, epilepsy cannot be cured,
but it can be completely or partially controiled in most cases by anti-
convulsant drugs.

The Hmong are not the only people who might have good reason to
feel ambivalent about suppressing the symptoms. The Greeks called ep-
ilepsy “the sacred disease.” Dan Murphy’s diagnosis added Lia Lee toa
distinguished line of epileptics that has included Seren Kierkegaard,
Vincent van Gogh, Gustave Flaubert, Lewis Carroll, and Fyodor Dos-
toyevsky, all of whom, like many Fimong shamans, experienced powerful
senses of grandeur and spiritual passion during their seizures, and pow-
erful creative urges in their wake. As Dostoyevsky’s Prince Myshkin
asked, “What if it is a disease? What does it matter thatitis an abnormal
tension, if the result, if the moment of sensation, remembered and ana-
lysed in a state of health, turns out to be harmony and beauty broughtto
their highest point of perfection, and gives a feeling, undivined and un-
dreamt of dll then, of completeness, proportion, reconciliation, and an
ecstatic and prayerful fusion in the highest synthesis of life?”

Although the inklings Dan had gathered of the transcendental
Hmong worldview seemed to him to possess both power and beauty,
his own view of medicine in general, and of epilepsy in particular, was,
like that of his colleagues at MCMC, essentially rationalist. Hippoc-
rates’ skeptical commentary on the nature of epilepsy, made around
400 B.c., pretty much sums up Dan’s own frame of reference: “Tr

seems to me that the disease is no more divine than any other. It has
a natural cause just as other diseases have. Men think it is divine
merely because they don’t understand it. But if they called everything
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divine which they do not understand, why, there would be no end of
divine things.”* : '

Lia’s seizure was a grand mal episode, and Dan had no desire to
do anything but stop it. He admitted her to MCMC as an inpatient.
Among the tests she had during the three days she spent there were
a spinal tap, a CT scan, an EEG, a chest X ray, and extensive blood
work. Foua and Nao Kao signed “Authorization for and Consent to
Surgery or Special Diagnostic or Therapeutic Procedures” forms, each
several hundred words long, for the first two of these. It is not known
whether anyone attempted to translate them, or, if so, how “Your
physician has requested a brain scan utlizing computerized tomog-
raphy” was rendered in Hmong. None of the tests revealed any ap-
parent cause for the scizures. The doctors classified Lia’s epilepsy as
“idiopathic”: cause'unknown. Lia was found to have consolidation in
her right lung, which this time was correctly diagnosed as aspiration
pneumonia resulting from the seizure. Foua and Nao Kao alternated
nights at the hospital, sleeping in 2 cot next to Lia’s bed. Among the
Nurse’s Notes for Lia’s last night at the hospital were: “0001. Skin
cool and dry to touch, color good & pink. Mom is with babe at this
time & is breastfeeding. Mom informed to keep babe covered with
a blanket for the babe is a little cool.” “0400. Babe resting quietly

* Despite this early attempt by Hippocrates (or perhaps by one of the anonymous
physicians whose writings are atiributed to Hippocrates) to remove the “divine”
label, epilepsy continued, more than #ny other disease, to be ascribed to super-
natural causes. The medical historian Gwsei Temkin has noted that epilepsy has
held a key position historically in “the struggle between magic and the scientfic
conception.” Many treatments for epilepsy have had occult assaciations. Greck
magicians forbade epileptics to eat mint, garlic, and onion, as well as the flesh of
goats, pigs, deer, dogs, cocks, turtledoves, bustards, mullets, and eels; to wear black
garments and goatskins; and to cross their hands and feet: taboos that were all
connected, in various ways, with chthonic deities. Roman epileptics were advised
to swallow morsels cut from the livers of stabbed gladiators. During the Middle
Ages, when epilepsy was attributed to demonic possession, treatments included
prayer, fasting, wearing amulets, lighting candles, visiting the graves of saints, and
writing the names of the Three Wise Men with blood taken from the patient’s
little finger. These spiritual remedies were far safer than the “medical” therapies
of the time—still practiced as late as the seventeenth century—which included
cauterizing the head with a hot iron and boring a hole in the skull to release
peccant vapots.
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with no acute distress noted. Mom breast feeds off & on.” “0600.
Sleeping.” “0730. Awake, color good. Mother fed.” “1200. Held by
mother.” .

Lia was discharged on March 11, 1983. Her parents were in-
structed, via an English-speaking relative, to give her 250 mil]}'grams
of ampicillin twice 2 day, to clear up her aspiration pneumonia, and
twenty milligrams of Dilantin elixir, an anticonvulsant, twice a day, to
suppress any further grand mal seizures.




