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By Marc

n a crowded hospital ward in
Cange, Haiti, Ophelia Dahl chats
with 25-year-old Shelove, who
lost her entire family, her home,
and a leg in the earthquake that
devastated Port-au-Prince. It is
Dahl’s third visit since January,
and though the trauma injuries
have been largely treated, she un-
derstands that the real human cost of
the disaster is just emerging. Their bro-
ken bones now healed, victims will need
rehabilitation, housing, mental health
services, prosthetics, jobs, and protec-
tion from infectious diseases. “Every-
one here has a similar story,” says Dahl.
“But it’s hard to get sadder than hers.”
For Dahl, 46, it’s simple: No one
should have to endure the inhumanity
she has witnessed, especially because
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her work has proved time and again that
change is eminently possible. “What
drives me,” she explains, “is the knowl-
edge that such inequality exists in this
day and age, in spite of all we have and
all we can do. Often, we feel inured to it
or flummoxed by it. ’'m lucky enough to
be part of a group that doesn’t feel that
way and, in spite of the immense com-
plexities, can do something about it.”
That group is Partners in Health
(PIH), which Dahl cofounded in 1987
with Paul Farmer, M.D., Ph.D., and
Jim Kim, M.D., Ph.D., businessman
Tom White, and friend Todd McCor-
mack, who banded together to redress
disparities in health care throughout the
world. PIH didn’t just parachute into
the disaster zone; they have spent years
planting roots and building hospitals in
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destitute rural communities and nur-
turing relationships with the Haitian
state, hiring 5,000 locals along the way.
They were well situated to help handle
the broken limbs, organ failures, and
spiraling public-health crisis that fol-
lowed, both in the provinces, where their
facilities stood intact, and in the capital.
They set up mobile clinics in the resettle-
ment camps and the General Hospital,
and dispatched planeloads of supplies,
doctors, and nurses who volunteered to
bolster their Haitian colleagues. Within
six months, Dahl helped PIH raise $85
million for the recovery effort.

As executive director since 2001,
Dahl is widely lauded for maintaining
the organization’s soul as it grew to
employ 11,000 people in twelve coun-
tries. She lives near PIH flash >450
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headquarters in Boston with her partner
of eleven years, Lisa Frantzis, a consul-
tant in renewable energy, and their tod-
dler, Luke. Dahl travels about one week
per month, most frequently to Haiti,
the country that inspired her life’s work.

The soft-spoken but wickedly funny
Englishwoman is a daughter of author
Roald Dahl and his first wife, Oscar-
winning actress Patricia Neal. She first
visited Haiti in 1983, when her father
helped her secure a position at a rural
eye clinic there. “I think I knew I was,
in some lovely way, being humored,”
Dahl recalls. “But I came to realize my
job was to witness things I had not seen
before. Of course I didn’t know then
how it would change my life or, as Tracy
Kidder puts it, ‘rearrange the cosmos.’
But that’s really what happened.” Kid-
der’s book Mountains Beyond Moun-
tains follows the work of Farmer as well
as the story of how Farmer, then 23,
found a soul mate in this daughter of
literary and Hollywood royalty. By the
time the couple parted ways romanti-
cally, PTH was fast becoming a force in
global health. The two remain collabora-
tors and close friends.

In Haiti, Dahl is viewed as both a self-
less ally and a world-class activist with
the ability to allocate financial resources

to make things happen. At the crum-
bling remains of the General Hospital in
Port-au-Prince, she moves past the now-
vacant lot where the national nursing
school collapsed, killing 150 students.
She tours the semi-outdoor operating
rooms where flies zoom around oxygen
tanks. She converses with the sick and
the people who care for them, shifting
effortlessly between Creole and the
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queen’s English. She meets with the
clearly beleaguered hospital director,
Alix Lassegue, M.D., and Evan Lyon,
M.D., an American physician and
PIH volunteer. Haitian health officials
asked PIH to help bring the hospital
back to life. Dahl and Lyon are eager
to explain how the medical services the
organization provides are buttressed
with training via relationships with
Harvard Medical School and Boston’s

Brigham and Women’s Hospital to raise
Haiti’s level of medical education and
ultimately, patient care.

Three hours into the country’s Cen-
tral Plateau is Cange, the point of ori-
gin for PIH and its local counterpart,
Zamni Lasante. It is a vast complex,
encompassing a modern hospital,
schools, feeding programs, churches,
a women’s-health clinic, and job and
agricultural initiatives. Dahl discusses
the bottomless caseload with medical
professionals, commiserates with moth-
ers in the pediatrics wing, and accom-
panies a community health worker on
her rounds to nearby AIDS patients. In
the quarantined tuberculosis ward, she
notes they could use a radio. She writes
nothing down but later will follow up
on every detail.

Dahl doesn’t question her commit-
ment to the Haitian people and the
poor, wherever they are. She is motivat-
ed in part by the resilience of the people
she has grown to love. “The Haitians
have been dealt blow after blow. And
the absolute saddest thing for me is that
they’re still getting knocked down,”
she says. “It’s too much of a luxury
to give up hope. The Haitians don’t.
They never have.” Given that, she asks,
how could she? O flash >455
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