TRAVEL TIPS FOR LONG-DISTANCE SURGERY

(c) 2004 by A. A. Benham

Here are some tips for anybody traveling for surgery. Some are from my recent experience, some from

miscellaneous research and other Endosisters, and some I learned from Heather Guidone's excellent article,

http://www.hcgresources.com/travel.htm. And to reassure you that you aren't alone when glitches happen, I've

included a few of my own...

Assuming you've already gone through the bureaucracy of referrals and application to a specialist or other faraway

surgeon, and are ready to make your travel arrangements:

TRAVEL COMPANION

Whoever is going with you (DON'T try this alone) needs to understand that they are in for duty as nurse, cook,

chauffeur and maid for at least a few days, including helping you do everything from putting on your shoes to

getting on and off the can, depending on your surgery (my first 2 trips were terrible and included someone

who took advantage of me to get a free trip and then did a bunk to go visit family 200 km away, and a loopy

cousin who was half deaf and out half the day, and totally annoying…and both of them snored). If you're lucky,

you will have a family member or close friend who understands your situation; otherwise make sure it's

someone you get along with who knows what they're getting into. If you have to hire a nurse, get the terms

straight BEFORE you leave. In writing is good.

BOOKING YOUR FLIGHT

Ask the airline for a front-row seat. Leg room is nonexistent anywhere else. If you explain why, they will likely

accommodate you. In my case, on the return flight everyone passed the buck: booking agent, to medidesk, to

check-in clerk. Said they could not assign that seat till I got to the airport, then the check-in clerk wouldn't

either. When I staggered up the steps and asked the very, very nice flight attendant for the front seat, he

asked the people who had booked it (how did THEY get it?) to move, and they did. Ask for boarding

assistance. This means wheelchairs, elevators, and those nifty little airport carts, plus staff person to push or

drive, everywhere. Maybe you CAN go up the terminal steps, but don't. Don't exert yourself any more than you

absolutely need to. Think about how far you still have to go before deciding if you can go up one more set of

stairs. "You only get one chance to heal right." Use the services available, and at the end of the trip, you will

be glad you did -- travel after surgery is exhausting, no matter how good you felt in the hotel. And having a

staff person meet you to push or drive you through the terminal means you'll get straight to where you have to

go without getting lost!

Ask the booking agent if they offer an attendant fare for your travel companion. This is a reduced fare for your

helper. It requires your doctor to fill out a form prior to travel, to say that you are medically fit to travel but not

able to do it on your own. At the other end, your surgeon has to do the same form for your return trip. In my

case this went through Air Canada's "Medidesk". Be aware that some doctors charge to fill out forms -- this

will eat into the discount, but if you are more organized than I was and book further ahead, you may get a

bigger discount in the first place. Not all airlines will offer this; I can only say from my experience that Air

Canada does and US Air doesn't.

If you have connecting flights, make sure you have time to catch them.

Ask the airline agent when you will have to check in and how long you

need between flights. It may be longer than you think, and remember

that on the return flight you will need extra time because you'll be

moving slower. It IS possible to have 2 hours between flights and still

miss it because of check-in times or wayward bags, and don't forget

your flights may be delayed. BOOO to US Air's rude clerks in Philly who

wouldn't check our suitcases and made us carry them to the plane

ourselves -- AND confiscated our scissors which were carefully stowed

in what was SUPPOSED to be checked baggage!!

When you call to confirm your flights, remind them and double check

that your ticket is flagged for boarding assistance. This isn't a big deal --

they do it all the time. They may still forget or miscommunicate. We

stood on the tarmac by the plane for 10 minutes in the cold waiting for a

bus to come out, because the person who met us had not brought a

wheelchair. What was she planning to do, carry me??

BOOKING THE HOTEL

Ask for a medical rate. Many hotels have them. This might depend on

what hospital you're going to. Barring that, try for AAA/CAA, weekend,

senior, or any other applicable discount. If they know you're coming for

surgery, they'll likely give you something.

Ask if there's a wheelchair on the premises, and can they meet you at

the door after surgery.

Ask for a quiet room. If you're a light sleeper, it might be worth more to

you to have a room in the quiet end of the hotel rather than one right

near the door. As long as there's a wheelchair or even a luggage cart in

the place, they can wheel you there. Then again, you might not care.

After surgery #2, recuperating at the loopy cousin's, I got to listen to

jackhammers on the apartment balcony. The repair crew arrived the

same day I did. Relative to the surgery and travel logistics, I found it a

minor thing and didn't really care. I would have *preferred* quiet

though...

If you prefer smoke free, don't forget to ask for it. Bad smells are worse

when you're sick.

Think about how long you "think" (or the doc says) you'll need, to feel up

to traveling, and add some time to that. If you can afford the stay, it's

better to vegg in the hotel for a while as your body heals, rather than

hitting the road too soon.

TRAVEL MEDICAL INSURANCE

In Canada, if you're going out of province it's recommended you buy

travel accident insurance. Most provinces (except Quebec) have an

interprovincial billing agreement, so this might be all you need in the

event of an accident. However, provincial medicare pays only "host

province" rates, so if you're in a province where the service costs more,

you may have to pay the extra. Travel medical insurance is available

from travel agents, CAA, banks, insurance brokers, and some credit

card companies. But beware: some of these policies will not cover you if

the original purpose of your trip was medical treatment. So if you get hit

by a car or fall and break something while traveling for surgery, they

may not cover you. Find out before you waste your money on the policy.

If you're in the States, find out what coverage is available to you, and

what you need.

BILLS

For surgery bills, within Canada the interprovincial billing should be

sufficient. Again, host province rates apply. If you get charged extra up

front, you can often claim it from provincial medicare when you get

home. Get receipts. I received 2 hospital bills for the total, in spite of the

fact that they had my medicare info. I called the contact person listed on

the bill and told him it should have gone to provincial medicare, and that

was the end of that.

For Canadians going elsewhere, you are likely on your own. Provincial

medicare may or may not pay for out-of-country surgery, but most likely

not, if the surgery you are having is anything they think is available

anywhere in Canada. For example, they don't care about Endometriosis

"specialists"; you can get surgery for endo in Canada, of whatever

quality, so forget it. Here in the medical armpit of Canada, the provincial

rate was so low it wasn't even worth applying, even if I could have found

a doctor that would approach them for me.

Before you go, talk to the people involved in billing. Try to get an idea of

how much it's going to cost, and who's responsible for paying. If it's your

insurance company, talk to the relevant people. If it's provincial

medicare, you will likely need prior approval. If it's you, get the names of

all the people you'll need to deal with and ask a lot of questions. Find

out how the surgeon's office deals with out-of-state/province/country

patients. How do they bill you? Up front or after? When can you expect

the bill? How long do you have to pay? What forms of payment are

accepted?

The U.S. system is a mystery to me. I'll just say again: ask a lot of

questions and find out what coverage you have and who's responsible

for what.

PACKING

You won't need as many clothes as you think, especially if there's a

laundry service at the hotel. You'll probably want to live in your jammies

for a while. Pack loose things!

If you are flying, all the meds you need, or think you'll need, go in your

carry-on bag. They'll do you no good in a lost suitcase. They need to be

in their original containers. If any of your pain pills are narcotics, find out

from the airline or customs, whether you need a note from your dr or just

a copy of the original prescription.

Have all your paperwork together, in a binder or envelope: info from

your dr and/or hospital, questions for the doctor, airline reservation/

schedule info, insurance documentation, and a page of contact names

and phone #s for medical people, insurance, airlines, hotel, folks at

home, and lost travelers' cheques, tickets, credit cards and passports. It

doesn't take long to compile this as you pack, and it's indispensable to

have it all in one place. The paperwork file goes in your carry-on bag

too.

Leave room in your suitcase for your carry-on bag on the return trip. You

DON'T want to have to carry stuff.

Think weight. YOU should NOT be schlepping the suitcase home, but

your helper will have to. Be kind and pack light things. (I bought some

heavy books on the trip; that didn't go over well!)

If you are flying, metal things like nail files and clippers, scissors, and so

on, go in your checked bag (suitcase).  Check with the airline about further current restrictions.

POTENTIALLY USEFUL THINGS TO PACK

• Earplugs: if you're a light sleeper.

• Vitamin C: helps with wound healing.  (Check with your dr about supplements.)

• Piece of rope: unfortunately many hotel beds don't have anyplace to

tie it, but if you can attach it to the end of the bed somewhere, you

can use it to pull yourself upright and save those battered abdominal

muscles.

• Small pillow or stuffed animal: to hold against those battered abs.

• Moist baby wipes: for the bowel prep (ugh).

• Pads or panty liners.

• Hot water bottle: aaaahhh... (Don't put it ON your surgery area, just

tuck it near for comfort.)

• Books: you may not feel as much like reading as you expect. You

may feel too sick to, the first couple of days. I found out I could not

focus comfortably on small print up close for most of the first week,

thanks to the anaesthesia, and did not do any of the reading I

expected to.

• Music: maybe more helpful than reading the first little while. A tape or

CD player and your favorite tunes. Music is therapeutic.

• Surgery relaxation tapes: a variety are available and can be really

worthwhile if you have time to investigate this before going (ok, these

work at home too; I just think it's a good idea!).

GOING

TRY to get as much rest as you can before you leave. Packing,

organizing, and all those phone calls about reservations and bills are

exhausting and you don't want to arrive for surgery already run down.

Make yourself a "do list" for the days prior to leaving and try to keep up

with it. Try to have everything done a day or two before you leave so

you can rest a bit.

Stay away from people with colds. Again, you're already likely to be run

down from the planning and travel; think of the week before you leave

as a quarantine period.

Take a cane. I can't remember where I first read this. Even if you don't

"need" it -- and by the end of the trip you may appreciate being able to

lean on it! -- a cane is a visual signal to everyone else that you are not

going to be moving too fast. They will be less likely to get impatient with

your slow progress, or to jostle you: people may give you a little more

space.

On a plane, get up and stretch. Walk down the aisle and back. Flex and

stretch your ankles and calves, and keep fidgeting your feet to keep

your circulation going. Just "walking" your heels and toes up and down

helps.

Stay hydrated! Carry a water bottle and sip all day. Visit all the

washrooms you pass, to keep from getting too full.

Flying? Worried about those tiny airplane toilets? When they serve the

juice, save the plastic cup (or pack some in your purse or pocket if you

are afraid you won't get one, or will need it before they do). Pee in the

cup, pour it in the toilet, discard the cup. No bending, no squatting, no

straining to balance with tender insides in that tiny space. You don't

even have to turn around. Eureka!

GETTING HOME

Sleep, eat, rest, and sleep!! Keep taking that vitamin C too.

Give yourself a day or three to rest. Then ease into activity that is

appropriate for your stage of recovery. Follow doctor's orders and listen

to your body.

If anyone along the way has been particularly helpful to you, write a

thank-you note while you're relaxing at home. Lousy service is the norm

these days, wherever you go. If you encounter some really rare good

service, reinforce it with a note!  It's an endangered commodity.

FINAL THOUGHTS

These are limited to my own experience. What a long, strange trip it's

been... I am now a veteran of the long-distance-surgery thing, and

generally I have found that in many cases I've had to do everyone's job

for them, as far as making sure arrangements are made correctly. This

has included doctors, airlines, and billing inquiries. Orchestrating a

surgery trip is marginally easier if you are something of a control freak.

In the end, many women have found, especially with things like endo,

that it IS worthwhile to travel to a recognized specialist. It's a lot of work

and sometimes rather expensive, but it *might* lead you to more

successful surgery.

Anyone considering doing this has my best wishes. It can seem like an

insurmountable ordeal, but the organizing, the wrangling and the waiting

are the worst. Once you are home, when you start feeling a bit better,

little corners of your mind start whispering, "well, that wasn't so bad..."

You CAN do it.

PRE-SURGERY HOMEWORK

"Successful Surgery: A Doctor's Mind-Body Guide to Help You Through

Surgery" by Robert W. Baker, M.D.; Pocket Books 1996. 

Ok, it has nothing to do with travel. It's just my favorite surgery book.

(Contributed by A. A. Benham from Canada, who

has made two 1,000+ mile trips for surgery

herself. She hopes the last one will truly be

the LAST.)

