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Hospice provides comforting care
Thursday, October 6, 2005

This is the first in a series of three articles concerning hospice and end-of-life care and is being provided by Wayland's Parmenter Community Health and Wayside Hospice. Each article will provide information and tell a personal story related to the experiences of some of our patients and their families, though names have been changed to protect their privacy. 

     Many years prior to Louis Mitchell being diagnosed with congestive heart failure, he and his wife Jean attended a conference for medical professionals on the subject of death and dying. Although not in medicine themselves, they were friends of the organizer of the event and attended out of curiosity. 

     The speaker addressed the audience with this question, "How many of you doctors would like to die the way your patients die?" 

     There were gasps in the otherwise silent room. Nobody spoke. After a moment, three hands went up. The speaker asked, "What is your specialty?" Each one replied, "Hospice." There were smiles and nods in the room. 

     Jean said this made an enormous impression on her and her husband, and that she never forgot it. 

     Years later, when Louis' condition worsened and the care he was receiving was no longer beneficial, the social worker at the hospital said, "There are three choices - long-term care facilities, nursing homes or hospice care." For Jean Mitchell, it was an easy choice. 

     When she called Wayside Hospice, Jean was very glad to hear of Miriam Boyd Parlin Hospice Residence, referred to as the Parlin House. While she knew she wanted hospice care for her husband, she didn't think she could handle him at home alone and wanted round-the-clock professional care. 

     "My two daughters and I visited the residence and were tremendously impressed. We were impressed by the smallness of it - only six rooms, compared to the many floors of patients in the hospital. We were also impressed that it was more like somebody's home - the bedroom had a quilt and a comfortable chair and it didn't have all of the high-tech gear and loudspeakers blaring and electronic beepers going off that you find in a hospital." 

     What is hospice? 

     Hospice is not a physical place, like a hospital or doctor's office; it is a type of care for people in the final stages of life. It is available either in-home or at a hospice residence. 

     The concept of hospice care was born on a surgical ward at St. Thomas Hospital in London in 1948. It came about as a result of an association between a young medical social worker named Cicely Saunders and one of her patients named David Tasma, who had recently been diagnosed with inoperable colon cancer just a few years after moving to London from the Warsaw ghetto. 

     Her experience on that busy ward in 1948 led her to the conclusion that there should be a better, more peaceful and pain-free way for people to spend their final days. 

     While most people credit Ms. Saunders as the founder of the hospice model, she would always give that distinction to her patient, David Tasma. 

     Whichever way one looks at it, the conversations they had over the two months leading up to Tasma's death, along with £500 that he left for this purpose, would lead Saunders to introduce the world's first hospice in 1967. 

     Instead of a busy hospital setting, with curtains separating one dying patient from another, she felt that after a certain point in a patient's care, when all reasonable medical and scientific means had been exhausted, that a person should be cared for in their own home or a comfortable home-like environment. 

     Saunders felt that instead of a steady stream of doctors and nurses and IVs rolling in and out of the room, there ought to be a point where a patient can surround themselves with their family and friends, if they choose, and have their own music and paintings and pets and memorabilia, a place where they can be surrounded by the people and things that they love. 

     When a patient reaches a point where curative treatment is no longer effective or desired, and the focus is placed instead on pain management and comfort, hospice care is designed to take the whole person into account, and address not only the physical, but also the emotional, social and spiritual needs of both the patient and the family. 

     As soon as they walked into Parlin House, Jean Mitchell and her daughters knew immediately that this was the place for Louis. The aroma of baking brownies wafting through the air, the fresh cut flowers, the beautiful stained glass entranceway and the garden in the back made them feel very much at home. 

     On the first day at Parlin House, when Louis was asked what his favorite foods were, he said that shrimp cocktail was at the top of the list. He was amazed that shrimp cocktail was what he got for dinner that night. It was the first of many of his favorite meals that the hospice volunteers and staff were happy to provide for him. 

     "Everybody associated with Parmenter and Wayside has a real calling," Jean said. 

     Louis lived for just a week at the Parlin House Residence, before succumbing to congestive heart failure and the multiple system shutdowns that followed. 

     His last days were spent surrounded by the people he loved and the peace and quiet that he wanted. 

     "Hospice is an outstanding resource in the community. People never think they'll have a need for it, but it's important to know that it exists," said Jean Mitchell. 

Next week: What specific care and services does hospice provide? What is the hospice team? Who is eligible for hospice? 

To find a full list of hospice providers, visit "www.hospicefed.org" 

For more information about Wayside Hospice or to print out a comparison sheet to compare one hospice to another, visit "www.parmenter.org" or call 508-358-3000.
