Profiles in Medical Courage: The Courage to Serve and Jamie Garcia

“I've seen and met angels wearing the disguise of ordinary people living ordinary
lives.”-Tracy Chapman, American singer-songwriter

Abstract

Some of our Profiles in Medical Courage series have dealt with the famous, and
several such as Barry Marshall and Archie Cochrane are household names in
medical circles. However, some physicians, just as courageous, are not so
renowned. Jamie Lynn Garcia was one of those who died earlier this year at the
age of 52. She was a devoted servant of the poor and founder of the Pomona
Community Health Center. Her road to becoming a physician was not straight-
forward but her life story was an extraordinary one.

Early Life

Jamie was raised in the Westchester section of Los Angeles, just north of the Los
Angeles International Airport. She had a rather ordinary middle class upbringing
in a Hispanic family where her father was a gardener and her mother a realtor.
Her parents were strict Catholics and she attended the Catholic schools. She
was a bright student but also had a beautiful singing voice that she was
encouraged to develop. "As a child she had severe asthma,” but there was a
physician who helped her, "a doctor who was inspiring.” (1). However, with
adolescence her asthma improved but other issues were hard on Jamie. After
reading the Bible at age 12, she rejected religion, and after passing a high school
proficiency exam, left high school at 16 to become a professional musician.

Rock and Roll Years

Jamie used her voice and her instrumental talent on guitar, bass and keyboards
in many of the bands in the Los Angeles during the1980’s while supplementing
her income as a realtor (2). These bands followed her eclectic tastes and
included country, jazz and pop but the most successful band was the all girl rock
band “On the Air". They had gigs throughout Los Angeles, aired videos on VHL1,
and garnered the attention of major record labels. However, the band collapsed
when the lead singer decided to pursue an education. Several of Jamie’s friends,
encouraged Jamie to do the same. Thinking that they might be right, she decided
to go to college with no particular goal in mind.

Education

She enrolled at Santa Monica Community College and later transferred to UCLA
where she majored in philosophy. During her later years in college she recalled

her childhood doctor who treated her asthma. She thought, “I could do that”, and
applied to medical school. She attended the University of Washington. There she
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meant her partner for the next 15 years, Dr. Sue Verrault, a child psychologist.
After graduation, Jamie returned to the Los Angeles area for a family practice
residency at Pomona Valley Hospital.

As a resident she was moved by what she saw as an enormous need for
healthcare of low-income patients, especially those with chronic conditions such
as heart disease, diabetes, and asthma. Dr. Jamie, as her patients came to call
her, was a compassionate physician, but her faculty noted she spent too much
time with patients, especially psychiatric patients. Fearless and confident, she
occasionally liberated hospital supplies and took them to the streets to treat the
homeless. During her last year in residency, she heard of a homeless man living
under a nearby freeway bridge who was in dire need of medical care (2). She
crawled under the bridge to find him, and convinced him to come with her back to
the hospital. She enrolled him in a treatment program for alcoholics, after which
he remained sober.

Pomona Community Health Center

At the time many of the ER’s and clinics were closing in East Los Angeles and
she recognized that the inadequacy of the healthcare system to serve the
healthcare needs of the poor. While still a resident Jamie partnered with the LA
County Department of Public Health to operate the original Pomona Community
Health Center, a two-room free clinic serving the homeless, uninsured, and
underinsured in east LA County. After completing residency, she continued the
clinic with the help of Federal grants (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Dr. Jamie Lynn Garcia (right) with patient at the Pomona Community
Health Center.
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The next 8 years were difficult. Money was tight but Jamie dreamed of a larger
clinic and began the long process of planning the clinic’'s expansion. She had no
formal training or experience with such a large project, but assembled a board
and staff, sketched out each exam room and calculated the cost of materials,
planned budgets for doctors, created partnerships to secure a location, and
raised over $1.4 million from Federal and other sources. In 2010 she secured
the crucial seed money to build the new clinic and proudly exclaimed on her
Facebook page, "We're buildin' a free clinic! We have liftoff!"

Declining Health

Jamie had the fault of many physicians; she often ignored her own health. She
had abdominal pain off and on beginning in 2005. When she finally had time to
get an abdominal ultrasound in 2008, an ovarian mass was found but it appeared
benign and Jamie was too busy to have it investigated. When she got around to
a follow-up ultrasound 2 years later, the mass had doubled in size and she was
diagnosed with an aggressive form of ovarian cancer. On May 16, 2011, while
undergoing chemotherapy she oversaw the groundbreaking ceremony for the
new clinic's building on Holt Avenue, in The Village, a "mall" of social services for
low income LA residents. She was determined to beat the cancer and complete
the new, expanded clinic and live to see it open. "l can't wait to meet the first
patient," she told the Inland Valley Daily Bulletin at the groundbreaking (1).

She continued to run the clinic and oversee the construction of the new clinic
despite her ongoing chemotherapy. The new clinic opened its doors on July 9,
2012 but three days earlier, Dr. Jamie was admitted to the hospital where she
learned she had a large inoperable tumor. She was advised to prepare for
hospice care. On July 27 she died peacefully in her home but had lived to see
the clinic open. She was 52.

Legacy

Dr. Garcia received numerous awards (2). She was named Woman of the Year
in 2010 by the California State Assembly, a Hospital Hero in 2010 by the National
Health Foundation, and her clinic has been recognized by the California State
Assembly, National Project Homeless Connect, and the House of Ruth Domestic
Violence Shelter. The evening before she died, several doctors from her clinic
gathered at Jamie's home and agreed to hang her numerous recognitions on an
otherwise-blank wall in the new clinic. "But | don't know, honestly, if there's room
for all of them," noted one doctor.

The new 12-room clinic opened its doors on July 9, 2012, and is expected to
serve 24,000 uninsured, homeless, and underinsured residents in the Pomona
area this year (2). However, her most enduring legacy may be her example in
serving the poor. She should be remembered for her enthusiasm, courage and
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perseverance in making her dream happen. She is representative of the many
physicians and other healthcare providers who forgo larger financial awards to
serve the poor in relative obscurity. Her life is testimony that "anything is
possible" (2).
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Donations in Dr. Garcia's memory can be made to the Pomona Community
Health Center: 1450 E Holt Avenue, Pomona, CA 91767.
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