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Devin’s Legacy

BRECKEN CHINN-TUESDAY, MAY 10, 2016

In late April 2015, little 15-month-old Devin Bishoondai was playing in the yard near his home in
Guyana, South America. His older brother had created a fire to try to combat mosquitoes.
Without understanding, the brother put something on the fire that was highly flammable,
creating a terrible explosion that engulfed little Devin, leaving him with serious 2nd and 3rd
degree burns over more than 50% of his tiny body. His family was so poor that it was
discovered he didn’t even have a birth certificate when he arrived at the hospital.

On the morning of April 25th, | woke in Tucson, Arizona, with my partner Marriah Raphael Star--
a Tucson native -- for Spring Break. We were staying at an inexpensive trucker motel off
Benson Highway. Upon waking, | sleepily turned on my phone and saw an email titled “Request
for Assistance” from Lori Narine, introducing herself from SHEA (Saving Hands Emergency Aid)
Charity, a small New York-based nonprofit helping kids in need from Guyana. Lori told us that
she had been referred to my organization, HandReach, at the recommendation of Galveston
Shriners, which had accepted Devin for life-saving medical treatment. “This child is 15 months
old and we are looking for a sponsor to cover his travels and accommodations while he receives
treatment in the U.S,” Lori wrote succinctly. The email included some very serious photos of a
toddler in desperate need of burn care, ASAP.

| immediately forwarded Lori’s request to HandReach'’s best-positioned individuals to make the
call -- our Treasurer Steve Mclntosh and Family Care Coordinator, Qi McIntosh, who had
worked tirelessly to help HandReach get a number of serious cases successfully through
Galveston Shriners. This would be HandReach’s first acute case. Since we’ve been working
mainly in China -- from where it is highly impractical to try to transport acute cases to the US --
we had been working mostly with non-life-treatening reconstructive cases. All of us knew
immediately that this new direction was serious.

HandReach set up a campaign page to raise funds for Devin’s transport to Galveston.
Miraculously, people started showing up -- donating funds, picking up my phone calls,
suggesting resources. How hard could air medical transport be for a small boy in this much
need? My daughter Jolene Chinn Swartz, herself a burn survivor recently employed by the



Association of Air Medical Services (AAMS) in Washington DC, sent me an Excel spreadsheet
titled “International Long Haul MedEvac Providers” and an explanatory PDF, “How to Choose a
Fixed-Wing Provider.” “What’s a fixed-wing provider?,” | had to figure out first. Oh right, not a
helicopter.

By Wednesday morning, | received word that HandReach was officially signed on to sponsor
Devin’s transport. Volunteers in Guyana were scrambling to get Devin’s birth certificate and to
arrange visas for him and his mother, Leisa, to fly to Galveston. | started calling down the list of
MedEvac providers, and this is when things got very serious -- not a single one of them “did
charity work,” | was told over and over again. We reached out to Shriners and other children’s
relief organizations for assistance, to no avail. One volunteer started calling organizations
herself. | kept getting voicemails that began with “Unfortunately we regret that...”

The best quote we could get for a medical flight, which was presented to us as entirely
reasonable by a flight company referred by Shriners, was $53,400 -- for just this one flight. This
amount exceeds the annual salary of most people | know and far exceeded everything
HandReach had in the bank. | started to panic -- how could we cover this? | started to fear that
all of the work HandReach has done since our founding in 2004 would grind to a halt over this
one expense -- yet a life-saving, worthy expense -- one that we needed to make.

| spent the entire day Wednesday in a darkened motel room in Tucson making phone calls to air
transport companies. After dozens of unsuccessful calls -- “I'm sorry, ma’am, we don’t do
charity work” -- | became desperate. One company even had the gall to say that I'd need to
arrange a flight like this 30 days in advance. (Apparently they don’t deal with trauma cases.)
Finally, with one particularly robotic woman on the phone, | popped and said, “Ma’am, if this was
your child lying dying of a burn injury, would you want people out there to be working as hard as
they can to find solutions?” | asked her to go to her higher-ups and really ask what was
possible. A few minutes later, | got the same email: “I am so very sorry to inform you...”
HandReach'’s online campaign had raised about $3,688, and an anonymous Chinese donor
sent along another $1,841, so we had just over $5,500 to work with -- just around 10% of what
was needed for the medical flight. Thankfully, it was determined by the staff in Guyana and
Galveston that Devin could manage a commercial flight, and a dedicated doctor, Dr. Rajkumair,
agreed to accompany Devin and his mother from Guyana to Galveston to keep him as safe as
possible. Thankfully, United Airlines upgraded their tickets to Business Class. Can you imagine
them squeezing into Coach?

The next hurdle came with the visas. Apparently the staff at the US Embassy in Guyana were
on some sort of holiday, Friday into Monday, so we were told that things “didn’t look good” for
the visas to be issued for a few days, and each day passing was getting worse for Devin’s
condition. The longer we waited, the less able to endure a commercial flight he would be.
SHEA had a lawyer contact who could get mom into the Embassy, but things were held up
inexplicably for hours. Miraculously, a former student of mine, Lindsay Heath Holder, had a
connection at the US Embassy in Guyana to whom she could text and get through. “Say it’s life
or death,” her contact wrote. “It’s life or death,” we replied. And next thing we knew, Devin’s
mother was walking out of the Embassy with visas.

Things seemed to go okay with the transport, and we got word that Devin and his mom had
safely reached Galveston. But just a day or two later, we got a dire email saying that Devin’s



condition was worsening rapidly, and he “may not make it through the night.” The next thing |
heard, Devin had passed. All those who had been praying for him united in collective
heartbreak. My partner Marriah called from New York to settle me down. | tossed and turned
all night, but waited for sunrise to write this post.

The thing that troubles me about Devin’s case is that it starkly reveals how badly our human
family is caring for our most poor. It is exactly the way we as humans treat our most vulnerable
that determines our evolutionary potential as a species. I've learned over the past decade or so
that it's relatively easy to qualify for funding to get “medicines” to the poor to treat things like
malaria and tuberculosis -- these solutions come in pills that can be purchased from
corporations. I've literally been told by doctors -- burn doctors -- that HandReach should “go out
of the burn business” because it’'s too depressing, doesn’t raise as much money has “happier”
causes, etc. Well, I've got news.... HandReach is not “in the burn business” -- we are
desperately trying to scrape together whatever resources we can find to stem the hideous tide
of unnecessary misery and disability caused across our planet by one of the most painful things
that can happen to a human body -- a burn injury.

The world’s poorest people are at the highest risk of catastrophic injuries, because they are the
ones who are exposed to the worst job conditions, the world’s least safe dwellings, the need to
boil their water just to drink it and not die. More productive work hours are lost across our
planet as the result of trauma than from cancer and heart disease combined, according to the
CDC. Cancer and heart disease (from which people are still dying in droves) have millions of
dollars thrown at them each year. And it’s this hard to find a way to transport a healthy yet
injured baby to a free hospital just a few hours away that has already accepted him??

Wake up, world. Take a look at what our vanity and distractability wreak across our planet on a
daily basis. There are literally 1-2 million burn injuries happening just in China and India alone
in any given year -- do the math. There are countless burn survivors across our planet, most of
them left at home, disabled and disfigured, because no one wants to look at them. My adopted
daughter was on the path to become one of these people.

The amount of money that’s spent on producing and airing a single Superbowl ad, or that’s
spent on the next round of fighter planes, could literally transform the odds for our world’s
poorest. Kids like Devin don’t need to suffer and die like this. Our world -- Shriners as an
excellent representative -- has incredible expertise to heal burns and trauma of the deepest
magnitude; we just need to make these resources available worldwide, where they are needed
most.

It's clear to most of us that “the 1%” who have created a parasitic one-way stream of wealth into
their pockets are wreaking serious damage to our species. Unemployment, corruption,
environmental destruction, are all symptoms that “trickle-down economics” are a farce.

So come on, 1% -- give the world our fucking money back. We are trying to take care of our
human family, even and especially the world’s poorest. What if it were you or a dearly loved
one waiting in a burn unit somewhere for someone to care?

Lori Narine just emailed, “I am going to spend the day making arrangements to have Devin's
body returned home and take care of his funeral arrangements. | wish this was all a bad
nightmare and that he was actually safe. Many hearts are broken over this tragedy. Devin's
older brother keeps asking when Devin will return home. He is very sad that he hurt Devin but |



don't think he understands that his baby brother is in heaven.”
Let’s bring heaven down among us, folks. We can do this! This tragedy (and countless others
like it) was so avoidable. It’s time to be part of the solution.
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