A Heart to Heart
The Spokane-Armenia Connection
by Blythe Thimsen

O

N DECEMBER 7, 1988, A 7.2 MAGNITUDE EARTHQUAKE SHOOK THE COUNTRY OF
Armenia, killing over 50,000 people, and causing massive destruction and despair. Who could have
imagined on that dark day as lives were lost, apartments toppled and buildings came crashing down, that
a foundation was being laid for a great work to be done in Armenia. What no one knew was that help would come
from Spokane, Washington, a city on the other side of the world, thanks to the kind heart and determination of
Dr. Hrair Garabedian.

Yerevan with Mt. Ararat in the background
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Dr. Garabedian, a pediatric cardiologist who practices at Northwest Center for
Congenital Heart Disease in Spokane, is
an Armenian who had never set foot in his
country until 1992. The Armenian Genocide that had happened years before he
was born had forced his family from their
country. Raised in Lebanon, he always felt
a close tie to his homeland, so when the
earthquake hit, he wanted to help. “I heard
doctors went to help, and being Armenian,
I was thinking I wanted to do something
to help. But who cares about heart disease
when people are dying from injuries in an
earthquake?”
Around the same time, at a dinner in
California, Garabedian heard of a group
of medical providers discussing the work
they were doing with patients from Armenia. “They were bringing heart patients
here because there were no medical services
available in Armenia.” Excited to help, he
decided to work to bring pediatric patients
to Spokane for care. “I talked to Sacred
Heart hospital and all the sub-specialists.
Every one of them said ‘Of course!’ The
hospital didn’t blink.”
In addition to his own home, Garabedian found three families with Armenian
connections who were willing to house the
children while they were here. Garabedian’s wife, Hilda, went to New York to get
the young patients at the airport and fly
with them back to Spokane. “They had
absolutely nothing,” says Garabedian of
the children’s state when they got off the
plane. “They came with their clothes in a
paper bag, and each had a cooked chicken
with them, brought as a gift for their hosts.
It was so sweet. I didn’t appreciate it until I
went back there, but there is no food.” The
chickens were a massive sacrifice for their
families, but they wanted to show their appreciation to the people who were caring
for their young children.
These sweet little children were so sick
Garabedian says they were literally blue,
and one of them was passing out every few
minutes.“These were complex heart defects,” he says of the cases presented in the
children. “All the surgeons, anesthesiologists, everybody donated,” allowing them
to have the surgeries needed to save their
lives, which were not available at home.
“They had no heat or food at home,”
says Garabedian, describing the conditions from which these children came. He
couldn’t bear to send them back to those
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conditions until he knew they would be
strong enough to face it. “I decided, let me
fatten them up a bit,” he says. The children, ranging in age from three to eight
years, stayed here for six months.
“Everyone was committed, I was flabbergasted,” says Garabedian of the support
from this community. “What I did was
nothing, I was just a conduit. All I became
was an expression of their goodwill.” Because of the success with the first four children, six more patients ended up coming
here for surgery.
In the fall of 1992, Garabedian traveled to Armenia with a group of doctors.
The depravity of the medical situation that
Garabedian found in Armenia was shocking. It wasn’t just a lack of medical personnel; the Armenian patients and doctors
were facing unbelievable conditions “I saw
hundreds of kids who were as blue as can
be in a huge room. We started working
at 7 a.m. and went until 1 a.m. We tried
to do a heart catheter and equipment was
breaking down, there was no electricity.
The heart/lung machines had to be run by
hand, and 12 surgeries were done by flashlight. The first heart catheterization I did,
the machine broke down ten times during
the procedure.”
When it came time to leave after two
weeks, Garabedian was dismal. “‘We
haven’t done anything here’ I thought to
myself,” he says. “I was depressed, I felt
miserable. There were hundreds of kids,
and we didn’t tell their parents anything
other than ‘yeah, your kid’s sick’.”
Flying in, working for two weeks and
then leaving, taking with him all the
medical talent and supplies felt wrong
to Garabedian; he wanted to help them
permanently. Married, with a family and
a practice, he couldn’t stay, but he committed to coming to visit, and to training
doctors. Another of his colleagues from
southern California agreed to stay for six
months at a time. They had the start of a
plan to help!
The Armenian government agreed to
give them an old hospital to use, now
called Nork Marash Cardiac Center in the
capital city of Yerevan, but there was still
the matter of filling it. Garabedian worked
with the doctors and directors at Sacred
Heart here in Spokane and rounded up all
of the old equipment that the hospital was
getting rid of, but which still functioned.
“We’ve furnished most of the equipment

Drs. Carl Garabedian, Smbat Jamalyan and Timothy
Lessmeier on a rare moment outside of the hospital.
Through the work of these three men, along with
the others, lives have been saved and much needed,
top-level healthcare has been brought to patients from
Armenia and surrounding countries.

The battle monument of Sardarapat in the Armavir Region
was buildt to commemorate the Armenian defeat of an
invading Turkish army on May 20-22, 1918.
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from Sacred Heart,” says Garabedian of
the equipment and supplies in the hospital.
Working with the United Armenian
Fund, Garabedian and his crew secured
funding to start the hospital, with the goal
of being self-supporting in three years.
The first step was to start a training program in Armenia where they trained techs,
nurses and doctors. From a pool of 1,000
applicants, Garabedian had to select only
those who were bright, spoke English and
were willing to work long hours. It was
not uncommon for these new employees
to work 18 hour days, and some of them
even slept at the hospital because the public transportation system was so unreliable, there was no way to get home from
the hospital.
“When they saw that we were motivated, they were motivated,” says Garabedian of how the American and Armenian
doctors worked together and inspired one
another.
Though this was four years after the
earthquake and one year after the end of
communist rule, times were still difficult
in Armenia. “There was no food,” says Garabedian of the situation he found on one
of his first trips back. One day the surgical
team was hungry, but no one knew where
they could find food until one of the nurses, who had stood in a bread line earlier,
offered up her only two loaves of bread,
and someone found a can of beans to go
with it. “There was total devotion from
everyone,” says Garabedian of the medical team that was assembled to build the
children’s heart center.
In the former USSR, which had controlled and occupied Armenia, physicians
used to be paid a monthly salary of only
a few hundred dollars, but they were generously compensated by under-the-table
bribes from patients, which was the norm.
Introducing a form of care that did not
involve bribery was deemed impossible by
many, but Garabedian saw a way. “Everything was a crooked way of doing it,” he
says. “When we went at first, the average
income was $350 to $400 per month. We
offered our staff $500 per month, but told
them if they took even one piece of candy
as a bribe they would be fired. If anybody
gave you anything, you were out! It was a
totally different philosophy.”
As the hospital became more established
the next step was to take it to a higher level
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refusing to accept a low level of care for
the Armenians. “We were not licensed to
do adult care, but the government gave us
adult licenses,” says Garabedian, because
the need for care was so great. As the program began to expand, he realized they
needed a doctor trained in heart rhythm
problems. Not having one, he invited Dr.
Smbat Jamalyan to Spokane to train with
Dr. Timothy Lessmeier, an electro physiologist at Heart Clinics Northwest.
This is just one of the many doctors Garabedian has brought to Spokane to train.
“He comes to me and says ‘I’m bringing a
doctor over for four to six weeks. Can you
put them up?’ He wouldn’t hesitate to ask,
and I wouldn’t hesitate to say yes,” says
Peggy Mangiaracina, vice president and
executive director of Sacred Heart’s Children’s Hospital, who has helped Garabedian get doctors over here for years. Visiting doctors are housed in a small section
of the hospital that is kept for physicians
who may need to stay on campus. “They
are available right there,” says Mangiaracina of the Armenian doctors who are on
campus and able to come day or night anytime a procedure is being done. They are
able to get maximum training. Dr. Smbat
Jamalyan was one of those doctors.
“I was reluctant. You don’t teach someone, they go to fellowship training,” says
Lessmeier of his first reaction to having
Jamalyan train under him. He agreed
though, and Jamalyan came and watched,
unable to actually touch anything or work
on patients, all the while learning from
Lessmeier and his colleagues about heart
rhythm problems. “Smbat watched for a
year, read text books and was very motivated. It made it easy for me when I went
there,” says Lessmeier who was recruited
by Garabedian to join him on his next trip
to Armenia in order to bring the subspecialty of electrophysiology to the country.
On that first trip Lessmeier and Garabedian landed in Armenia, where Lessmeier
was shocked to see rows of people at the
airport lined up with flowers waiting to
greet Garabedian, thrilled to seem him
coming back. “They consider him a saint,”
says Lessmeier.
“Hrair is very convincing. We had a blast.
We worked like dogs, working from 7 a.m.
to midnight.” Aside from the work, the experience was an eye-opener for Lessmeier.
“What I saw in Hrair, the guy is a saint.
He taught me there were other things in

Dr. Smbat Jamalyan (left) and Dr. Carl Garabedian hard at
work in Armenia. The two doctors keep in touch through
email, always working to improve the medical care
available in Armenia. Dr. Jamalyan has said, “The truth is
that Hrair is one of those people who cannot only dream for
[something] better, but also works hard and consecutively
to make it better.”

One of the surgical teams at Nork Marash Cardiac
Center pauses for a group picture during a typically
busy day. Dr. Timothy Lessmeier is seated in the front
row on the far left, next to Dr. Smbat Jamalyan, who
came to Spokane and trained with him at Heart Clinics
Northwest. Dr. Hrair Garabedian is standing second
from the left in the back row.
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life besides making a living. I don’t know
how many lives he’s touched, but he’s done
it all on his own. Not only has he built
up their medical system, but also he has
taught them. What Hrair has inspired in
these people… Everybody looks up to certain people, and for me Hrair is somebody
special.”
It is not just the doctors here in Spokane, nor the patients that line up at the
airport to greet Garabedian that consider
him special. “I am very proud of Hrair
and Hilda particularly because they can
involve their sons in all these good works
and whole idea to live with good deeds,”
says Jamalyan. “I think each parent would
like his good ideas, works and deeds to be
continued by children but not many of us
really act appropriately and consecutively
to achieve this goal. I think Hrair and
Hilda did.”
As a testimony to the example they have
set, Dr. Carl Garabedian, Hrair and Hilda’s son, now practices pediatric cardiology with his father and travels with him to
Armenia to continue his work there. “For
Armenian people who have never been to
Armenia, to be able to go back and help
is idealistic for a lot of people, but he’s actually done it, he’s gone back,” says Carl.
“He’s a national hero in that country. To a
certain extent, it [the hospital] has brought
economic growth to the country.”
In addition to being proud of his father,
Carl is committed to the work being done
there. “I want to go every year, or year and
a half. It’s something I’m committed to; to
the people and to go. It’s fun because I’m
a local expert when I go now, where as before I was just a kid tagging along.”
Carl’s addition to the team has been crucial. “ I have worked to bring new cutting
edge technologies to Armenia” he says.
“My focus of interventional cardiology has
elevated the level of care and helped improve outcome in Armenia as it had in this
country 15 to 20 years ago.”
Carl’s vision of what healthcare in Armenia could be is the same vision that first
inspired his father, and it is what keeps
Hrair Garabedian going nowadays as he
rallies those in both the Spokane and Yerevan communities to provide excellent
medical care to an area that otherwise
would not have it.
“Thank God, Hrair is not a lonely soldier in this fight for making better,” says
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Jamalyan.“There are many physicians (and
not necessarily Armenians) all over the
world that are helping us to develop our
clinical fields in Armenia and to help as
many sick people as we can. Dr. Tim Lessmeier is also one of those brilliant men.
The truth is that Hrair is one of those people who cannot only dream for better, but
also works hard and consecutively to make
it better. Each time when Hrair comes to
Armenia he brings with him tons of medical supplies, books and other educational
materials that were donated from his colleagues and hospitals in Spokane.” Those
medical supplies are the aforementioned
generous donations from the hospitals and
medical groups here in Spokane.
“It’s a mutual admiration society,” says
Mangiaracina. “Sacred Heart’s support is
primarily because of Dr. Hrair Garabedian, and because of what they do over
there.” Mangiaracina says Sacred Heart is
so willing to contribute because Garabedian puts a face to the people who are being
helped by telling stories, bringing people
here for training and making the rest of
the staff feel connected to his work in Armenia. “Even in the asking, they are talking about what they will used the supplies
for, and when they come back they bring
stories and say what each catheter was for,
who it helped.”
Part of the Sacred Heart Children’s Hospital’s vision statement includes, “We will
partner with the community to advocate
for the good of children and families.”
“He’s just stretching our definition of
a community a little larger to include Armenia and we welcome the opportunity to
help him as we would with any doctors for
their missions,” says Mangiaracina.
That help is greatly appreciated not just
by Garabedian, but also by the people of
Armenia. “All of a sudden your whole attitude changes when you go there,” says
Garabedian. “People are so thankful for
every little thing you do. It’s contagious!
The people over there are so grateful.”
They are grateful for the medical care
now available because of the hard work
and kind spirit of Garabedian. Last year,
doctors at Nork Marash Cardiac Center - a
hospital that would not exist were it not for
Hrair Garabedian - performed 765 openheart surgeries. They now have five cardiac
trained surgeons, two operating rooms, 20
intensive care unit (ICU) beds, 60 regular

Its a family affair for Dr. Hrair Garabedian and his son,
Dr. Carl Garabedian, who travel to Armenia together,
working to ensure the Armenian people receive toplevel medical care.

beds, two catheter labs and employ between 150 and 200 people.
Patients desperate for help travel from
over 16 nations to seek the medical care
provided in Armenia. “I was only the inspiration, not the hero,” says Garabedian,
downplaying his role. “They are the ones
who worked. They knew what they wanted, and they achieved it.”
The achievements are ones which Garabedian is pleased to see and he hopes
inspire more advances for the hospital. “It
is amazing; you start something and it is
like throwing a pebble in the water, and it
spreads. Everybody has something good in
here,” he says, pointing to his chest. “They
have to find a way to express it and use it.
Only a few of us are lucky to find the attitude to express it. Those of us who have
done it understand the rewards are unexplainable.”
One thing Garabedian can explain is
how grateful he is to the people and medical community in Spokane for helping
him to make this happen. “I feel so blessed
that I had the opportunity to use what talent I have because of them,” he says. “They
gave me talent to do it. Spokane has been
a beautiful city because of what they’ve
done. I have not heard one refusal. Whatever I did, it was because of Spokane.”

From our greenhouse to your garden,
at Liberty Park, we grow our own.
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That's right, nothing shipped in. When you bring
our plants home, you know exactly what you're
getting — big, hardy plants that will flourish in
your yard. You'll be the talk of the neighborhood!
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