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THE DREAM HOLIDAY IN AMERICA THAT ENDED BEFORE IT BEGAN

Herman Valentiner

It was going to be a dream holiday. We both wanted to see the real America, the vast expanse of
land that lies between the two great oceans: the Pacific the
Atlantic. My wife Masue-san booked the trip early on with
Treyn Rail Holidays, a reputable travel company based in York.
The first destination was San Francisco, which we both knew
well. From there we were going to board the Amtrak train to
go south through California and then across the border into
Nevada en route to Las Vegas for a 3-day stay in a luxury hotel.
After a visit to the Hoover Dam we would head east through
Colorado to the magnificent Grand Canyon. After spending time in the Canyon we would change
to the Durango to Silverton Railroad, to go across the National Forest and then go by coach from
Silverton to Grand Junction, still inside Colorado. After an overnight stay there we would then be
transported by the Rio Grande Railroad across the mighty Rocky Mountains to Denver for a 2-day
stay.

There we were going to meet and have dinner with a cousin of mine, Benedicte Valentiner, who
lives in New Mexico. She has just published a book on her life in Washington D.C., working for
four U.S. presidents as manager of Blair House, the Presidents’ Guest House, which is situated
next to the White House. From there the train journey would continue across the Continent to
Chicago, where we would be staying for another 2 days, and then go to Niagara Falls, which |
feared would be a considerable disappointment after having spent time many years ago at the
Victoria Falls in Africa and the Iguazu Falls between Argentina and Brazil. The trip would end
with a 3-day stay in New York City, which would not be nearly enough for us. But Masue would
at least be able to say that she had been to New York, and she would have the photographs to
prove it !

On the 18" September we set off on our British Airways flight from Heathrow and arrived late the
same day in San Francisco. We were taken to our hotel, the Holiday Inn in the centre of the city
and had an early night. The next day we joined our group and went on a sightseeing tour of the
city with our travel guide Tricia. San Francisco is a lovely city, and the weather was perfect: warm
and sunny ! We walked up and down some of the many hills on which the city is built, and
which gives it its special character. We saw the beautiful old houses that had survived the big
earthquake in 1907, and we walked past the multitude of
museums, theatres and concert halls built during the
years after the earthquake. We had a quick lunch at the
famous Fisherman’s Wharf before boarding a boat that
whisked us across the harbour to Alcatraz, the rocky
island in the Bay where so many prisoners had spent
years of their lives, and we caught a look at the
spectacular Golden Gate Bridge, a popular suicide spot.

After getting back to our hotel late in the afternoon we went out for dinner at a nearby Portuguese
restaurant, from which we returned at about 9 p.m. in preparation for the next day’s train journey
south through California. Masue-san was in the bathroom brushing her teeth when suddenly |
heard a thump and could see her collapse on the floor, the toothbrush still in her hand. She seemed
lifeless ! 1 immediately realized what had happened: As she did not respond she had
obviously suffered a stroke !! | carefully pulled her into the bedroom and laid her on the carpet.
Then | called the director of the hotel and asked him to call an ambulance. He came to our room
very soon afterwards, and within minutes the ambulance arrived, along with a fire engine, and the
room was quickly filled with medics, asking questions, and firemen. They came to the same
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conclusion that | had come to: Masue had suffered a stroke ! She was taken by ambulance
through the deserted streets to San Francisco General Hospital, where she was immediately
examined and then despatched by the same ambulance to the California Pacific Medical Centre, a
modern private hospital specializing in neurological disorders, where a team of neurosurgeons
stood ready to operate. | was amazed by the efficiency and speed at which things were happening.
This could not have happened nearly as quickly in the U.K.

After an MRI scan of Masue’s brain the surgeons did not waste time
in making the diagnosis: She had suffered a sub-arachnoid
haemorrhage, in which an aneurysm in the front of her brain had
burst. This is different from an ischaemic stroke, which can cause
paralysis of one side of the body. But it is usually much more
serious, and many people do not survive it in the U.K. This is
because of the time it takes for people to be admitted to hospital,

2 examined and operated. Perhaps it was Masue’s good fortune that
her stroke happened in San Francisco. Had it happened on the train half way through America she
would probably not have survived. The experienced neuro-surgeons in the California Pacific, a
mixture of American, Chinese and Koreans, did what they were trained to do. One informed me
that it was necessary to drill a hole through the top of her skull and insert a tube in order to remove
blood that had flowed out into her brain and was threatening to destroy it. Another surgeon
proposed to insert a tube into her groin going all the way into her brain in order to coil the
aneurysm and stop the bleeding. Furthermore this tube would be used during the next few days
and perhaps weeks to introduce vital medicines into the affected area of her brain in order to
combat vaso-spasms. These regularly occur in patients with sub-arachnoid haemorrhages and can
sometimes prove fatal if not treated during the first critical weeks. | gave my consent immediately
to these two procedures. The first procedure began around midnight and lasted about two hours.
The second procedure started shortly afterwards. After they had been completed the surgeons
called me in and explained what they had done, and what they would be looking out for during the
coming critical days. That gave me enormous confidence and hope. They told me to go back to the
hotel and get some sleep and come back the following day.

The nurses (specialists in neurology) were from England, and they were all extremely kind and
helpful. One of them advised me to telephone one of my daughters and ask her to fly over from
London to help me cope with the situation. | took her advice, and my daughter Karin (who has
lived in San Francisco) agreed to fly to San Francisco, and she arrived four days later. Her
support during the following week proved to be absolutely essential. | visited Masue every
morning during the next two weeks, in time for the doctors’ rounds starting at 10 a.m.

Almost every day they found it necessary to carry out different interventions to help her on the
way to potential recovery. At one stage she developed a high temperature because of a lung
infection, which meant that she was given antibiotics and an ice blanket. She wore an oxygen
mask and was breathing through a ventilator, and she was initially fed intravenously. She
developed a bad itch all over her body, which made her very uncomfortable. She was able to move
both her arms, which she did continuously. At night the doctors would often telephone me to the
procedures they considered necessary. obtain my consent to the procedures which they considered
necessary. They were particularly concerned because of the vaso-spasms, but by introducing
medicines into her brain they managed to keep the spasms under control.

During the day | tried to book into a less expensive hotel, but it turned out that every single hotel
in San Francisco was fully booked because the Americas Cup was taking place that week. In the
end the Holiday Inn offered me a preferential rate for as long as | needed to stay. The management
and staff were incredibly understanding and helpful. However, after two weeks in San Francisco |
had run out of medicine to reduce my blood pressure, which had reached a catastrophic level. In
the USA you cannot purchase prescription medicines unless you are registered with a G.P.  And
that is both time-consuming and expensive. | therefore had to make the decision to fIy back to
London and to leave Masue in the care of the doctors at the California Pacific. On the 4™ October |
returned to London Heathrow.
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Her treatment in intensive care was costing a fortune, but the American insurance company with
whom Masue was insured never once quibbled about covering the rising expense. Of course they
were anxious to repatriate her to England as soon as it was safe to do so. But it took six weeks for
the hospital to agree to her repatriation. This was finally done by air ambulance on 31 October.
The weather was stormy at the time, and | was very concerned for her safety. The day before the
flight she underwent a tracheotomy, and her ventilator was removed. Her head was shaved. It was
a two-day flight, with a stop-over in New York. There was a doctor on board the small plane, just
in case.

She landed at Heathrow late the next day and was admitted to the National Hospital, Queen
Square, the foremost Neurological hospital in London. She spent the first few days there in
intensive care but was later transferred to a general ward, where she was expertly looked after by
no less than three Japanese nurses, one of whom was Nori Matsuyama, who has 10 years of
neuro-surgical experience. This enabled Masue to speak a few words in Japanese for the first
time ! However, her stay in Queen Square was limited to 3 weeks. During that time we had to find
a NHS rehabilitation hospital, of which there are only four in London, with beds for only about
100 patients in total. Rehab hospitals are therefore in huge demand everywhere, and the waiting
lists are long ! When the 3 weeks were up she was transferred on a temporary basis to our local
hospital in Barnet (which does not cater for neurological cases), while she was waiting for a spare
bed in a rehab hospital. After 3 weeks the Royal Free Neurological Rehabilitation Centre in
Edgware agreed to admit her on a 3 months’ placement. We were in luck ! In this small
establishment she was given physiotherapy and also a certain amount of speech and language
therapy on a regular basis. She continued to make slow progress in some areas but her speech
continued to be slurred, and she still finds it almost impossible to swallow. | believe she would
have benefited from more intensive therapy. But perhaps the doctors and the therapists did not
believe this would have been cost effective, in view of her very slow progress. Before they
discharged her after four months in the hospital they ordered two different braces for her left leg,
which had become extremely stiff, and also special shoe with in soles.

Then she was transferred to a private nursing home, The Fernbank, in Finchley, which my
daughter Kirsten and | had found for her, and which had been recommended by the Care
Commission. It is a small and homely place, and the manager and

staff are Africans. They are kind and caring, but they do not employ

trained nurses or physiotherapists. She has her own room on the 1st S
floor but spends most of the day downstairs in the communal Q'Q s (n
lounge. It is good for her to be with the other patients, all elderly, = » .

even if she is unable to speak to them. There is a TV on most of the | | r

day, and Masue likes watching TV ! The nursing home welcomes

visitors, and she gets frequent visits from her many friends in the Japan Association, and also from
our neighbours. They have brought her little books and magazines, as well as a CD player and

discs with popular Japanese songs. These visits are very stimulating, and hopefully they will
continue.

It is very hard to make a prognosis as to how long it will take before Masue’s condition will
improve sufficiently for her to return to her own home in Finchley, and to what extent this has to
be adapted so that she can be treated and looked after at home. First of all it will be necessary to
construct a stair lift so that she can move up to the 1 floor for access to her own bathroom and
bedroom. Then a ramp will have to be built at the back of the house, giving her easy access to the
garden. Trained nurses will have to visit her on a daily basis and also at night to make sure that her
every need is always met. It is difficult to say if she will ever be back to what she was, back to
normality, and if her memory will ever be restored. But there is always hope for some recovery,
over time.
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