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15 June 2020

Dear Friends,

What a year 2020 is turning out to be! We hope that you are doing okay in  
the midst of the challenges facing our businesses and communities.

Hamlin Fistula Ethiopia if facing many of its own challenges right now. Many of 
you with whom we are able to contact by email heard from us in March of the 
sad passing of Dr Catherine. This was always going to be a tremendous loss 
for her devoted staff and dear Hamlin friends who had served and worked with 
her for so many years. It was a time of great sorrow within Hamlin, compound-
ed by the growing difficulties and restrictions of COVID-19 on the situation. 
Thank you to all who sent your thoughtful condolences.

We want to reassure you that Hamlin is still operating all its hospitals, college 
and midwifery centres with social distancing measures and the use of PPE. 
While the work carries on, COVID has had a significant impact on Hamlin’s 
funding partners. Here in NZ, we have had to cancel our initial calendar of 
A Walk to Beautiful screenings and our main fundraising event, High Tea for 
Hamlin @ the Cathedral.

We want to continue the amazing legacy entrusted to us by Dr Catherine and 
Dr Reg Hamlin. We are supporting their mission to seek out those women who 
are hidden, unaware of help that is waiting for them. If you can manage an 
extra gift to help us at this time, it would be greatly  
appreciated.

Thank you so much for your continued support and encouragement.

 

Joli Wescombe, Trustee 
On behalf of all of us at HFNZ

Help us realise Dr Reg and Dr Catherine’s vision and bring hope  Help us realise Dr Reg and Dr Catherine’s vision and bring hope  
to thousands of women across Ethiopia.to thousands of women across Ethiopia.
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“We have lost our hero and mother 
of all, Dr. Catherine Hamlin. We are 
devastated by her departure.” With 
these words, Hamlin Fistula CEO 
Tesfaye Mamo announced that on 
March 18, 2020, Dr Catherine Hamlin 
passed away in her home on the 
grounds of Hamlin Fistula Hospital in 
Addis Ababa, surrounded by her loving 
family, Mamitu and devoted friends 
and staff. 

Some of her last thoughts and words 
were for others; she would suddenly 
wake up and begin praying for those 
near her, the hospital, for Ethiopia and 
for everybody in need. She is buried next 
to her beloved husband, New Zealander 
Dr Reg Hamlin OBE, with whom she 
cofounded Hamlin Fistula, at the 
Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery  
in Addis Ababa.

Catherine was known for her 
extraordinary love for the women she 
cared for and for the country of Ethiopia 
that she called home. 

“These girls and women had suffered 
more than any woman should be called 
upon to endure. To meet only one was to 
be profoundly moved and called forth the 
utmost compassion that the human heart 
was capable of feeling.” – Dr Catherine 
Hamlin*

Catherine’s compassion could ruffle her 
feathers like a mother hen. In her early 
years of working at the Princess Tsehai 
Hospital in Addis Ababa, the matron was 
very unhappy at allowing fistula patients 
to sleep in the outpatients’ department. 
Catherine angrily argued with her, “You 
may be happy to throw them out into the 
street, but I cannot.” Catherine prevailed.

Carrying on the tradition set by Reg, 
Catherine would warmly welcome a 
bedraggled slip of a girl, dressed in rags, 
who had arrived at the hospital from a 
remote part of Ethiopia. With the help of 
an interpreter Catherine demonstrated,  

by pouring water through a funnel of 
folded paper, what had happened to 
cause the girl’s distress. She would then 
fold the paper to indicate what would 
be done in the proposed operation. 
Planting seeds of promise, she would 
encourage, “Then we will give you a new 
dress and you will go back to your village 
and people will say, ‘Who is this beautiful 
woman?’” Gradually hope shone through 
the tears in response to the love in 
Catherine’s voice. 

The Christian faith that so inspired 
Catherine was expressed in love and care 
for one and all, no matter race, political 
creed or religion. 

Her legacy lives on  
Dr Catherine Hamlin 

1924 - 2020

Whatever you did for one of the least of  
these brothers of mine, you did for me - Matthew 25:40

www.hamlinfistula.org.nz



For our full obituary for Dr Catherine,  
visit www.hamlinfistula.org.nz/obituary

Tony Andrews, who spent four years 
as Chaplain at St Matthew’s Anglican 
Church in Addis Ababa, where 
Catherine was a member, recalls: 
“Once Catherine arrived at the door of 
the church with the introduction: ‘This 
is Doctor ___. She goes to a Muslim 
church in Dakkar!’ Doctor____ was the 
lovely Superintendent of a hospital 
for women in Bangladesh, visiting the 
Fistula Hospital to learn techniques of 
fistula surgery. As with innumerable 
others, she was swept along by 
Catherine’s warmth and hospitality to 
go to church with her on Sunday. She 
would have also witnessed Catherine’s 
generosity as every Sunday Catherine 
gave alms to each of a line of beggars 
at the church gate as she left the 
service.”

Whether fistula surgeon to a poor, 
teenage girl from the countryside, 
obstetrician to a princess daughter of 
the Emperor Haile Selassie or delivering 
the baby of a wife of an infamous Derg 
leader during the communist rule of 
Ethiopia, Catherine’s compassion knew 
no boundaries.

Over the years, Catherine was 
honoured with many awards for her 
labour of love. Twice nominated for 
a Nobel Peace Prize, she also was 
awarded Australia’s highest honour 
– the Companion of the Order of 
Australia, and in 2012, the Ethiopian 
government awarded Catherine 
Honorary Ethiopian Citizenship. 
On presentation of her Ethiopian 
citizenship, Prime Minister Melles 

Zenawi said: “I am glad you are now 
one of us, and I tell you, you are the 
best of us.” In 2019, the Ethiopian 
Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed (himself a 
Nobel Peace Prize recipient) presented 
her with an Eminent Citizen Award in 
recognition of her lifetime of service to 
the women of Ethiopia. Placing a gold 
medal around her neck, he spoke... 

Her face beaming as she looked at all 
her friends, staff and patients who had 
come to honour her, Catherine simply 
responded with, “I feel so much love 
here in this compound today. Thank 
you for being with me all these years 
…I love you all.”

Catherine was never phased by this 
international recognition; one person 
was as good as another to her. When 
she was first invited to appear on the 

Oprah Winfrey Show in 2004, before 
she was led into the studio, she asked 
the assistant, “Now who is Oprah 
Winfrey again?” 

Ever devoted to her God and the 
patients she loved, she once worriedly 
confided in a visiting HFNZ Trustee,  
“I don’t know if I have done enough. 
Have I done enough?”

Yes, Catherine, you have. This earth is 
blessed to have had you and richer for 
your presence. You came with healing 
in your heart and hands. Thank you.  
We will do our part to ensure your 
legacy lives on.

“Now I have come to the end of this 
story of the fistula pilgrims – a story 
that I leave others to continue and 
finish. Eventually, I hope they will be 
able to write that there is no longer any 
need for a fistula hospital, as Ethiopia 
will have become a country where 
every woman can be assured of a safe 
delivery… Hopefully one day pregnancy 
and labour will no longer be something 
women dread, and the shame and 
suffering of the fistula pilgrims will only 
be a memory.

Reg often used to say, ‘A mother is a 
family’s richest possession, a being 
of priceless value.’…I hope…that the 
torch lit by Reg for the fistula pilgrims of 
Ethiopia…will burn even more brightly, 
and that others will become inspired 
to stamp out this long-neglected and 
shameful maternal tragedy.”  
– Dr Catherine Hamlin*

*Excerpts taken from The Hospital 
by the River, by Dr Catherine 

Hamlin with John Little

“Dr Hamlin is a lucky 
woman who knows 
what she was born 

for…she is a heroine 
because she role  

models humanity…and 
teaches us how to be 

compassionate to those 
who are suffering.” 



A universal story of hope, courage and transformation.

Sadly, we had to cancel our first 10 screenings across the 
country, due to COVID. 
We are so pleased to again be able to honour the lives  
of Dr Catherine and Dr Reg with this beautiful movie.
Join us for a cup of coffee and a chat before viewing this 
award-winning documentary following the lives of five young 
Ethiopian women devastated by horrific childbirth injuries.
Witness their heart-rending journey as they discover  
there is help available at the Hamlin Fistula Hospital and  
set out on a walk to recovery.
No one ever leaves this movie untouched. Have you seen it 
before? Join us again and bring a friend. We look forward to 
seeing you there!
Watch the trailer at  
www.hamlinfistula.org.nz/walktobeautiful.html
Interested in a showing in your hometown?  
Contact us and let’s have a chat – info@hamlinfistula.org.nz

October 17th,  
7:30pm at  

the Transitional 
Cathedral, 

Christchurch
 

Suggested donation $15. 
Any and all funds received will be 
given to the ongoing work of the 
Hamlin hospitals and midwives. 

Hamlin Fistula presents:



Over the past 61 years, Dr Reg and Dr Catherine Hamlin 
and their team have restored the health and dignity of more 
than 60,000 women, but their vision was to eradicate fistula 
in Ethiopia forever. 
With the help of Hamlin’s new Patient Identification Program 
we want to turn Reg and Catherine’s vision into reality by 
2030. We are educating and mobilising Hamlin-trained local 
health officers, who will search for the estimated 31,000 
women still suffering in silence in the most remote regions 
of the country. 
Most of these women don’t know that help is out there.  
This program will search Ethiopia’s vast landscape  
to bring them hope, and offer life-changing treatment  
and care. It will help women restore their dignity  
and their place in the community. 

“They haven’t even got a pair of pants to 
wear, so they are soaked in urine day and 
night, and they have terrible problems... 
so they hide away.”  
– Dr Catherine Hamlin (Who was known 
by patients as ‘Emaye’, meaning Mother.)

HAMLIN CHARITABLE FISTULA HOSPITALS TRUST
P.O Box 6395, Christchurch 8442.
Phone enquiries to: (03) 323 5546 or (03) 351 3236
E: info@hamlinfistula.org.nz W: www.hamlinfistula.org.nz 
FB: www.facebook.com/hamlinnz

Hamlin
Fistula

NZ

Registered  
Charity  
CC26896

Finding women across Ethiopia’s vast landscape  
to continue Catherine’s vision...
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By mapping out Ethiopia’s vast 
landscape, the Patient Identification 
Program aims to find every woman 
isolated by horrific obstetric fistula 
injuries – bringing them hope for a 
better, healthier life.

The area in green highlights the districts 
where health worker trainings have been 
completed and the Patient Identification 
Program has begun. Areas in orange 
highlight the districts for health worker 
trainings in the next phase.

Hamlin-trained local health officers 
will search these areas in the hope of 
finding women living with the cruel 
effects of obstetric fistula – to make 
sure no one else suffers the horrible 
tragedy of this injury.


