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During the summer after my first year of medical school I chose to travel to Palau, a 3rd world island nation 500 miles east of the Philippines that is only known to most Americans because it was a location for the TV series Survivor (no, the living conditions are not THAT bad). The two months I spent there were by far the most rewarding, relaxing, and enjoyable of my life. While the following is just a brief glimpse of what it was like to be there, I hope to entice others to travel to Palau and to show you why I so desperately want to go back.
Aside from the lush vegetation, tall palms, and beautifully blue waters, one of the nicest things about Palau is the culture. One of the reasons I chose to go to Palau was because it has a culture that is significantly different than ours; though the “city” is more modern so you will not feel completely out of your element. The people are very friendly in general and are extremely respectful of medical students. The culture is also very laid back (just do not be late for fishing) and is community-based. Families and relatives often lived together or right next to each other and each tribe looks after its members. The fish we caught were often given to the elderly or the extended family. In one instance a chief and I had spend an hour collecting shopping bags full of a plant that is used for cleaning, and literally by the time we crossed the street, we had already given half away to people who drove by. While the more traditional language is Palauan (which is preferred by the elderly) most everyone speaks English, and I only once did I need assistance interpreting. 

Since travel is often played by ear based on the weather and the medical facilities are short staffed, I usually had multiple plans and/or options each day. This allowed me to participate in public health, outreach, hospital work, and on a healthcare manual. Towards the beginning of my stay I got to go to a public health conference, which really helped me get a feel for their current medical system and the cultural component to their major health problems (mainly hypertension, diabetes, obesity, tobacco/betel nut chewing, and alcohol). Weather permitting, approximately one to two times a week I would travel with the hospital outreach team. This usually consisted of a doctor, a nurse, a dental worker, and me traveling, mostly by boat, up to 4 hours away to dispensaries on the different islands. In most cases the doctors can only come to these islands once a month, less if the weather is bad. As a result there were typically a fair amount of patients and the doctors instructed me to do physical exams, medical charting, and even allowed me to write a prescription. These trips really made me realize how much we take for granted our access to healthcare and the availability of doctors, especially specialist, here in the United States (Imagine traveling four hours by boat to the hospital only to find out that the surgeon is off island and there is no one to help you.). When I was not with outreach, depending on patient load, I was at the hospital in inpatient, in the ER, OR, or with infants/pediatrics. Some highlights in the hospital were seeing a few surgeries, especially a vascular surgery, assisting with the delivery and neonatal checkup of twins, suturing, and a fellow medical student got to amputate a few toes. When I was not working at one of the above, I worked on the Palauan Primary Healthcare manual, which incorporated basic first aid with local healthcare issues, different types of complementary and alternative medicines, and their cultural approach to medicine and healing. I also assisted with the interstate Olympic Games as the medic for the spearfishing competition. 
While there is always more work to be done, Palau is a great place to relax, have unique experiences, and have some fun all while learning about their culture. I was taught how to climb trees to collect betel nut and husk coconuts. There are also many museums, tourist attractions, cultural landmarks and buildings, and lots of WWII history (especially on Peleliu where a historic battle was fought). But by far the best of Palau is the treasures underwater. Palau is known as one of the top two diving places in the world and the locals were quick to get me in the water. I got to fish, spearfish, and scuba dive, go to Jellyfish Lake, and participate in the cultural Troca shell harvest. You will also get to try a variety of different foods, such as different fruits and vegetables, tons of different seafood, and I got to try some saltwater crocodile and bat. 
To be fair there are a couple downsides to traveling to Palau as it is a 24 hour flight out there and can be semi-pricey (though keep in mind I was out there for 50 days and when you intern at the hospital you get local rates). But I guarantee the opportunities and experiences will last you a lifetime and are more than worth it. Palau was definitely life-changing; it has made me a better as person and will influence who I become as a physician. I will definitely be going back to Palau someday in the future.
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Dispensary at Kayangel.
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Ngaremlengui medical staff and I.
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A crazy medical student in a tree.
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A Koror State spearfishing athlete from the games. Look at that blue water.

