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Fred
HoIIows

Fred Hollows, who died in
Sydney on February 10, had a

feeling for people. Whether he

was talking about an
Aboriginal mate who busted
the radiator on his four wheel
drive, or a front line soldier
in Eritrea whom he brought
to Australia to train as an eye

doctor, his unswerving concern
was for the human condition.
To meet him was an
experience filled with wisdom,
understanding, enormous
courage and laughter. His
voice boomed with a curious
mixture of authority and
compassion and when you left
him you felt a wiser and a

better person. As a tribute to
Fred, his work and his dream
of building a lens factory in
Eritrea to give sight to the
blind of Africa, we are
re-running the Autobiography
interview which appeared in
"The Open Road" in August
1991.

Fred Hollows AC,
Australian of the Year,
winner of the 1990
Human Rights Award
and head of
ophthalmology at Prince
of Wales Hospital, talks
to John Burney.

N THE Aboriginal Eye
Treatment Programme we
went to 365 places around
Australia, including the Torres

Strait Islands and we had to do a lot
of four wheel driving.

I bought a Range Rover. The rubber
was only two ply and when you blew a
tyre you did your tube as well. You had
to carry multiple spare tyres and tubes
but when it came to tough going the
Range Rover performed well. In fact I've
had three Range Rovers.

In Amata I lent it to some Aboriginal
mates of mine and they really know how
to monster a vehicle. They went missing
and when we found them the radiator
had shaken off, busted off the water
pump and smashed the timing case.

But, here's something for you. In Kal-
goorlie I was getting the gear box done
and the mechanic said: "I can show you
things that this particular 4WD will do
that no other 4WD will do." So I asked
him to show me.

We tied down the stuff I was carrying
in the back and then drove up this slag
heap. Half way up the slag heap the me-
chanic stopped, put on the hand brake
and got out of the vehicle.

The he climbed back in, started up
the engine and drove on up to the top.

He said: "See that. No other vehicle can
do that."

"There was an Aboriginal
bloke with a Toyota short

wheel base so I asked him if
he'd like to have a go at the

slag heap."

Well, we drove half way up and
stopped. When he started up again the
wheels went round and round and the
Toyota slid slowly back down the slope.

I suppose the Range Rover can do it
because of, among other things, better
weight distribution. Anyway, my Range
Rover was never beaten in the rough by
any other vehicle.

I've now got a Toyota constant 4WD
series 80 with all round discs, all round
anti-sway bars and limited slip diff. I
got it because I've got a wife and five
kids and you can't fit them all into a
Range Rover.

It holds the line beautifully but the
only thing is that you can't see for two
metres in front of your wheels so it is
a bit tricky on lumps, bumps and rocks
and things.

I'll be going into some rugged country
again when I go back to Eritrea. It will
be my last trip because, as everyone
knows, I have a big cancer. (In fact, Pro-
fessor Hollows returned to Eritrea sev-
eral times before his death. - Ed.)

However, I'm going back because
there's something important I still have
to do. I first went there after I met an
Eritrean. I had been treating eye diseases
in Aboriginals and he told me that his
country had big eye problems.

I asked how many doctors they had
and he told me they had 21 doctors and
one did eye treatment without proPer >
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training. We got $20,000 from the gov-
ernment and we brought this bloke called
Desbele over from Eritrea and he worked
with me for a year.

So now they have one eye doctor in
a country where 8,000 people go blind
every year.

Desbele had been a front line soldier
for 15 years.

"You have to understand that
the Ethiopians did to Eritrea
what Saddam Hussein did to

Kuwait."

The Ethiopians have $12 billion in
arms and equipment from the Russians.
The Eritreans vowed to fight on for their
country and all of their armour was cap-
tured from the Ethiopians. They have
over 200 Russian tanks and they sunk
18 of the 23 Ethiopian warships.

Eritrea is one of the first African coun-
tries to be industrialised. They have set
up factories that produce compression
and injected moulded plastics, pasta,
sanitary napkins, surgical gauze and dry
cell batteries. They make eight different
types of intravenous solutions of the
highest quality and all that requires
skilled labour and quality control.

In 1987 I was flown to Alexandria in
Egypt as a consultant to World Health
and I got a plane to Khartoum and then
on into Eritrea.

The Ethiopians had driven them right
up into the northern hills of Eritrea but
they were still not safe from the bombing
so you have to travel by night and work
by night. I have operated there in a hos-
pital tucked away in a mountain cave.

Blindness is a scourge, not only there
but throughout Africa. Ttvo and a half
million people go blind in Africa every
year because they can't get lens implant
surgery to restore their sight. I have been
back three times now to work among
them.

They have a great shortage of eye sur-
geons. There are 550 million people in

Africa and 400 eye surgeons. We have
460 for 17 million.

In the First World we have a tiny in-
terlocular lens which can be inserted into
the eye to restore sight. It costs $150
and is the costliest piece of plastic for
its size that you will find.

Only 100,000 of those two and a half
million Africans who go blind each year
get the operation to insert this lens.

Another problem is that the colonial
powers did not train doctors. They
trained medical assistants. We have
started in Eritrea training medical assis-
tants to do this operation. It is the first
time that non-doctors have done this.

However, we cannot continue lens in-
sertion surgery while we have to rely
on lenses donated from the First World.
Instead of sending lenses to Eritrea, I
want to set up a factory there and train
Eritreans to manufacture the lenses.
They will be able to sell them to Ethiopia
and the Sudan.

We can create the means for a sight
restoring surgical intervention which is
also economically smart. It is not eco-
nomically smart to give somebody some-
thing that is going to wear out have to
be imported again.

This is the way for Africans to provide
things for Africans at a price Africans
can afford. We have already raised
$150,000 towards that goal and we need
another $600,000.

There will still be a lot of Africans
going blind but the factory will be a start.
That can be done for $750,000. That is
why I am spending what's left of my
life setting it up in Eritrea.

(Professor Hollows died on Febru-
ary 10 with the dream ofa lens factory
for the blind of Africa almost within
his grasp. To help make his dream
come true you can make a donation
at any Westpac branch, post it to the
Fred Hollows Foundation, Locked
Bag E00, Randwick, NSW 2031, or
simply call 0055-11747.) 'e'


